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[0:00] 

 

Interviewer: : Thank you for this time Mr Knight. For coming out and allowing us to ask you a few 

questions about your career and what you feel significant about soul music and your contributions, and 

any insight you want to provide for the kids of music academy. So first, when did you decide to get into 

the music business and how did that come about? 

 

Frederick Knight: : Music and my deciding to be in the industry started with my love for music, first of all, 

and that started at a very early age. I always felt drawn towards to music as a very young lad growing up 

in Bessemer, Alabama, which is about 12 miles from Birmingham. 

 

[1:00] 

 

I attended Abrams High School, and I was in the band. Had a love for drums. I was a drummer. And I 

played trumpet and French horn in the concert band. 

 

Interviewer:  Oh okay 

 

Frederick Knight:  Marching band I played snare drum. We used to sing. I had a couple of guys that 

taught me how to sing harmonies, and we used to sing without music 

 

Interviewer:  So what are those guys names 



 

[2:00] 

 

Frederick Knight:  One of em, his name is Robert Doban, and he was partially responsible for my learning 

harmonies, which later on became kind of my identity. We used to sing with groups and kind of do, ya 

know, concerts where we would challenge one another. We were from the same hometown as the 

Temptations. But they had gone on but ya know that competitor spirit was still in the community when 

we came, and we used to have to sing all of their parts, and one day I might sing first and one day I 

might sing second tenor, and one day I might I sing bass. 

 

[3:00] 

 

So all of this was happening with me early in high school. After high school, I got a music scholarship to 

Alabama A&M in Huntsville, so I was in the marching band as well and the choir, but at Abrams I was 

also in the choir, so this thing back and forth from the music to the sing, it kind of grew 

 

Interviewer:  you laid a foundation yeah 

 

Frederick Knight:  And at that point I had no idea that I would be going into the music industry at that 

particular time. I was just loving what I was doing. I was just in love with music. The progression was a 

steady progression. When I came out of school, 

 

[4:00] 

 

 I moved to New York, and I lived in New York for a year and then I moved back home and started 

working at a recording studio, just hanging out at a recording studio. 

 

Interviewer:  What was the name of that studio? 

 



Frederick Knight:  Sound of Birmingham was the recording studio, and I would hang out in the studio. I 

told the owner, his name was Neil Hemphill, if you just let me clean up, ya know 

 

Interviewer:  Get in the door 

 

Frederick Knight:  I would clean up, do anything. Ya know, just let me observe and teach me how to run 

the board. And of course he did, and, you know, I was kind of the gopher as they called it. You know, go 

for the coffee, go get this, go get that. No pay involved 

 

Interviewer:  What where some of the artist that you worked with during that time? 

 

Frederick Knight:  At that particular time, he was working with a lot of new acts, 

 

[5:00] 

 

but we did have cats like Kenny Rodgers come in through, the Muscle Shoals guys and they were doing 

horns and a lot of different things, and of course I was fascinated by those guys, and that their 

contributions to the industry. I was just like a sponge; I was trying to learn all I could. 

 

Interviewer:  About what year was this, with Kenny Rodgers and the Muscles Shoals? 

 

Frederick Knight:  This was like sixty..., I want to say sixty-seven, somewhere Sixty-Seven, Sixty-Eight, 

somewhere in that area, and of course we had heard about Stax Records. And it seemed so far away at 

that particular time, 

 

[6:00] 

 

 and I got a song-writing contract with Bill Lowry which was a big country publisher out of Atlanta, and 

this is what began to shape my song-writing, and Bill taught me a lot about song-writing. He had 



probably one of the best song-writers, Joe South, at the time. He wrote "I Beg Your Pardon", "I never 

Promised you a Rose Garden". He had some huge records, "Walk a Mile in My Shoes". Huge country 

records, and he was Joe's publisher and I became one of his writers, and he sent me down and he taught 

me quite a bit about lyrics, and the importance of story. 

 

[7:00] 

 

 He set up a production company with Neil Hemphill out of Birmingham. And we recorded a record and 

it was my second recording. My first recording was a song called "Stepping Down" 

 

Interviewer:  "Stepping Down" 

 

Frederick Knight:  Probably the worst song ever recorded in life 

 

Interviewer:  *laughing* 

 

Frederick Knight:  I thought it was a hit record. Worst record I ever recorded probably in life. And after 

that song, we did a called "Have Mercy on Me", that Bill recorded. Probably the second worst song. 

 

[8:00] 

 

 All of this time we were learning, you know, the process on how to write songs and how not to write 

them, you know. It was a trial and error type situation. Eventually, working with Bill, and developing my 

musical skills on the other side, you know, things began to kind of come together. Also, had the chance 

to work with Rick Hall. So after my term with Bill, I signed a writer's contract with Rick Hall, out of 

Muscle Shoals. He also began to teach me about song-writing, and the different things you look for and 

so forth and so on. 

 

[9:00] 



 

This is how everything kind of began to come together. The music, the harmonies, and everything. We 

had a young man working here at the time, his name was Tim Whitsett. Tim was the publishing 

administrator for Stax, and I had made contact with Tim, and we had started sending songs in, you 

know, to see if we could possibly get a deal with Stax. I guess I sent him maybe five or six different sets 

of songs. 

 

Interviewer:  Of different styles. 

Frederick Knight:  Yeah, it would be like, 

 

[10:00] 

 

 "Okay, Frederick, send me what you got" and I would send him 2 or 3 songs. He would say, "You know, 

it’s not quite there yet, you know, but" 

 

Interviewer: What were the different types of styles? 

 

Frederick Knight:  it wasn't so much as styles as it was the substance and the quality of the songs. It was 

not anything that he thought stood out enough that, you know, Stax would be interested. I think after 

going back and forth he began to try to shape my thinking into what you really need it to really break 

into the business as a new artists and they type of material that you really needed. 

 

[11:00] 

 

We did a song, before that he told me, "You really need to come up with something different" because 

the songs that we sent in, they were good songs, but they were just good songs. You have good songs 

and you have hit songs, you know, and today one of the things that I tell everybody: being just as good 

as somebody else that's already in the business is not good enough. A lot of time people say, "My stuff's 

sounds just as good as so-and-so." If so-and-so is in the business, your stuff sounds just as good as his 

but you're behind because so-an-so is already established.  

 



Interviewer: He already has his corner, his hits 

 

[12:00] 

 

Frederick Knight:  He has his following, but you are trying to compete for the same dollars as he is, so 

you've got to have something that’s different. Tim was the first one to explain that to me in a way I 

understood. 

 

Interviewer: What caught his attention finally? 

 

Frederick Knight:  "I've been lonely for so long" 

 

Interviewer: Oh, that particular song  

 

Frederick Knight:  Which was totally different. The recording process was different. We didn’t use any 

traditional drums on the session. I remember the session like it was yesterday. A friend of mine, he's 

deceased now, Jerry Weaver, was the co-writer on the song, and Jerry came up with the hook. 

 

[13:00] 

 

I was taking my wife to work one day and came up with the "I've been Lonely for So Long." I said "Man, 

that’s a smash. We need to record that." 

 

Interviewer: How long did it take to record it? 

 

Frederick Knight:  We recorded it the next day. I took my wife to work and came back to the studio. We 

finished the whole song and the verses and the different turns and the "Won't Somebody help me 

please?" and all of that. I came up with all of that; Jerry had the melodic hook. So we came in, we were 

working for Neil Hemphill out of Sound of Birmingham Studio. I told Neil I wanted to record the song.  



 

[14:00] 

 

So Neil said, "I'll get everybody together," and he called all the musicians together, and everybody came 

in that night, but in the back of my mind I'm remembering what Tim Whitsett told me, "You gotta have 

something different", so we got the song, but how are you gonna approach it? 

 

Interviewer: Do you remember some of the names of the musicians? 

 

Frederick Knight:  Yeah, I remember the names of all of them. We had Glen Wood played the slide 

guitar, Jerry Weaver played the electric guitar, and Aaron Varnell who was tenor sax player for the 

Muscles Shoals Horn Section, he played some of the percussion, 

 

[15:00] 

 

myself, and that was it. So Jerry played electric guitar and bass. We had an organ, but what happened 

when all the musicians were there. We had a whole staff of musicians, but when we came in, this was in 

my mind. We had a drummer, ya know, different was in my mind 

 

Interviewer: Yeah, gotta have something different 

 

Frederick Knight:  So we sent the drummer home, and the people that we, Jerry was not part of the 

studio session group. Glen Woods was, so we kept Glen and we sent all the other studio musicians 

home, and I wanted to be free to explore. 

 

 

[16:00] 

 

Interviewer: See what comes out 



 

Frederick Knight:  I wanted the creative process. I had a lot of stuff in my head at this particular time, 

stuff all the way from high school. Rhythmic stuff, drums, we got the harmonies, and we got the training 

in there. Little did I know, all of that was going to come together. We had the song-writing teaching from 

Lowry, and learning from all of the other great guys that I said, Rick Hall being one of them. So all this 

kind of came together at one point, and we started the session with a stool and a 2x4. We had a little 

short 2x4, about that long.  

 

[17:00] 

 

And I told Aaron to go hit the stool, and that was going to be my bass drum because I wanted a real tight 

drum sound with a thump, and a little small slap on it, just a little tap, and I didn't think I could get with 

just a regular bass drum. So we played with the EQ until we got *THUMP*. We got that just like we 

wanted it. We had a tambourine and a sock cymbal, and that was all of the rhythm that was in the song, 

so it went *beat noises* so that was the rhythm, that was the only drums that we had in the song. 

 

[18:00] 

 

So we were thinking different, from Tim's suggestion. All the while this is different, so we had Glen 

playing the slide guitar, and Jerry playing the rhythm kind of like Pop Staple's type guitar, and Jerry 

played bass, and I sang all of the parts. We left that morning, I guess it was about 4 or 5 o'clock in the 

morning with the song finished, and we put it on the machine with a note on it because I knew Neil 

would be coming in that morning: "Here's your hit."  

 

Interviewer: "Here's your hit." 

 

Frederick Knight:  And I went home and got in the bed, and that's kind of how "I've been Lonely" came 

about. 

 

[19:00] 

 



Interviewer: Yeah, you just knew  

 

Frederick Knight:  And when we sent it out, we sent it to three companies. We sent it to Stax, we sent it 

to Atlantic, and we sent it to Polydor. Those were the three companies that we sent it to. 

 

Interviewer: Now was Stax the only one that replied? 

 

Frederick Knight:  Atlantic turned it down. Polydor called and indicated that they were interested. The 

conversation that they had, I took the call, and the guy said, "You have this song by Frederick, or Freddy, 

or somebody, something about "I'm lonesome"? We kind of think we might be interested and might 

want to talk to you about it. 

 

[20:00] 

 

I said, "Okay, I'll pass the information on." And the next, I think it was three days later, Tim called. He 

said, "Frederick, you got a smash."  

 

Interviewer: So you wanted that feeling? 

 

Frederick Knight:  Yeah, you know, I really wanted to be with Stax. That was my dream. I really wanted 

to be with Stax, and I didn't feel like that guy at Polydor was excited, but I came to understand what he 

was doing later on. He really wanted the record, but he was trying to position himself to kind of get it for 

little or nothing, so when he called back, the guy from Polydor, about the record and we told him we 

had made a deal with Stax, he went crazy. 

 

[21:00] 

 

"Man you knew I wanted the record." You know, he didn't express that *phone rings* 

 



Interviewer: I'm sorry, let me cut that off. *beeping noises* So he was excited, sorry about that 

 

Frederick Knight:  Yeah he was real excited, he said "Man you knew we wanted the record, we wanted 

the record man. Can we still get it? Can we still...?" No. 

 

Interviewer: So he was playing with your name, he knew the name... 

 

Frederick Knight:  He knew the song, he knew everything, but he was trying to approach it like most guys 

do. Tim was very, very instrumental, and when he got it, he took it to Jim Stewart and everybody 

immediately began to call, and you know. 

 

Interviewer: So what year was this when Tim decided to take it? 

 

[22:00] 

 

Frederick Knight:  This was in the latter part of seventy-one, the record came out in seventy-two 

 

Interviewer: You pulled together an album, what kind of songs on that album powerful or strong songs? 

 

Frederick Knight:  The other songs on the album were good. We had a song that I thought got caught in 

the problems that we were having with distribution. At that particular time we were experiencing some 

problems with moving distribution to another place. We had a song called "Trouble," and the lyric was, 

 

[23:00] 

 

"Trouble you can't fool me, I see you behind that tree, you wanna jump on me", you know it was... The 

record took off early, and all indications was it was gonna be a real big record, but we, like I said, we 

were in the middle of changing distributions and some things were happening that didn't quite pan out. 

I think at the time, I was looking for a different identity, and I was settling into exploring some things, 



and looking for a different identity. I did another record called "Passing Thru" that never got released, 

and that really did kind of capture who I really was inside. 

 

[24:00] 

 

Interviewer: But the album cover for "I've been lonely", from what I understand, was two different, is it 

two different album covers that they played with? 

 

Frederick Knight:  Yeah they were playing with one idea that was a little more morbid than, you know... 

 

Interviewer: Oh okay 

 

Frederick Knight:  It had a tombstone 

 

Interviewer: Oh okay, yeah 

 

Frederick Knight:  I thought, "I'm not that lonely." I might be lonely, but I'm not that lonely. So we kind 

of put that idea to the side. 

 

Interviewer: You have a copy of that, gotta copy in the archives, but the album cover you went with 

makes a bold statement as you're coming out, you know, its yourself, and you know, it's your work kind 

of thing. 

 

[25:00] 

 

Like, if you open this album you're going to see what I'm talking about. I want to move into the wrap up 

here. Um, Stax Music Academy. We have some sections here. I'm going to just ask you a question and 

it'll be open for you to respond. We want to be able to use it on the radio as we try to recruit kids or tell 

people about the music academy, so you know, I don't want to ask it again but I'm going to tell you what 



I'm going to ask you. What do you feel the significance of the Music Academy? So I'm going to give you a 

second to think about that then. I'm not sure if you've taken a tour of the Music Academy, but it has 

classrooms, it has, this is actually the recording studio, the control room is behind you. Kids will be able 

to learn the engineering and also be able to learn how to play instruments, read and write sheet music, 

and that's basically... 

 

[26:00] 

 

Frederick Knight:  I can speak to that now if you want me to. 

 

Interviewer: Yeah, just go ahead 

 

Frederick Knight:  I think the real significance of the Music Academy is an extension of what we had here 

at Stax, and I always called Stax the training ground. This is where we got our training to do what we do, 

even in what I do today, and most of the guys that are doing what they're doing today. We got out 

training here at Stax, and they had an academy-type atmosphere without the label of an academy 

because we had guys there coming, we had writing rooms here, and guys would come in like they're 

going to work every day. They would go in, and go in the writing rooms 

 

[27:00] 

 

Homer Banks, and Raymond Jackson, all of these guys, they came like they were going to work, and they 

wrote and they vibed with each other. They inspired each other, and they picked up different things 

from each other. The atmosphere that was here and the things that were available, it was similar to 

what you guys are doing now, but you guys are doing it on a bigger and greater scale. It was just kind of, 

this is what we do and Jim and Al had made it available to those who wanted to participate, so you could 

come in here and learn how to write songs and pair up with somebody and brainstorm over a lyrics or 

what have you,  

 

[28:00] 

 



but so far as a definite person that was given them a vision to try to draw them further into the technical 

skills, I don't think we had that at that particular time, but the opportunities were here. But I think what 

you guys are doing, that's real significant: You're giving them the training, you're showing guys where... 

these are some of the things you need to learn. You need to learn music. You need to learn certain 

things about education. Education is important, very important, in music. So I think where some of the 

were missing back then, I think you guys are enhancing on those, and it’s like an outgrowth of what we 

had back then at that particular time. 

 

[29:00] 

 

Interviewer: The Stax Record Company and its contributions to Memphis community, what do you think 

about that? 

 

Frederick Knight:  I think Stax Records so far as Memphis music is concerned, I'd have to go out on a limb 

on this one, and I think it did more for Memphis music. It was much broader than any of the other labels 

in this particular town. Not taking anything away from Hi Records, Willie did a wonderful with High 

Records, Sam Phillips and some of the other guys. But I think Stax had a stronger impact, not just in 

Memphis, but world-wide than any of the rest of labels. 

 

[30:00] 

 

Although we had strong artists that came out of those labels like Al Green, and Elvis Presley of course, 

but so far as a label, I think Stax had a stronger penetrating effect. 

 

Interviewer: I want to go back to something that you mentioned earlier. You said Mick Jagger recorded 

"I've been Lonely for So Long," what year was that? 

 

Frederick Knight:  I think Mick recorded it in, I think it was Ninety-four, No, Ninety-Three, Ninety-Four, 

somewhere in there. He did a good job on it. He did a real good job. 

 



Interviewer: The Stax Museum of American Soul Music: What do you feel about it and its contributions 

to the heritage here? 

 

[31:00] 

 

Frederick Knight:  I think it’s a great contribution that they are making. I would like to see more of this 

because so much of our history and our art is lost, and it’s because of things like this museum; It keeps 

alive the contributions of a lot of different artists, and as I've told you before so many stories that go 

into making up this culture. A lot of disappointments. A lot of highs a lot of lows, you know one of the 

things I really enjoyed about the screening of the "Why Stax?" movie was that it showed the passion, the 

pain, the progress, the disappoint of a people that were struggling. 

 

[32:00] 

 

Even inside Stax, we had those kind of, I don't want this to sound like Stax was a place where everything 

went rosy all the time because it didn't. It was a part of culture and it was a lot of disappoints here, it 

was a lot of opportunities, it was a lot of happiness, and it was a lot of good times here, so it wasn't all 

good times and it wasn't all bad times, but it was what it was, and it is what it is, and it’s a culmination of 

all of those things that when's its told in its entirety with truthfulness, then the younger generation 

won't be so afraid of disappointments and setbacks and failures. 

 

[33:00] 

 

We had a lot of failures here at Stax. Everything wasn't glorious all the time. That's not the picture I want 

to leave in anybody’s mind, but the picture I do want to leave in their minds is that you can overcome 

any adversity with persistence, faith, and patience. If you are grounded and you work real hard at your 

gift that God has given you, you can be very successful in this business. 

 

Interviewer: That's alright, I really appreciate your time, and I really appreciate you. You had some 

wonderful insight and stories to tell, and I think it's gonna be very good for the kids to hear, and have an 

opportunity to learn from your experiences. 

 



Frederick Knight:  I enjoyed it, I really enjoyed it 

 

Interviewer: Thank you a lot 

 

[34:00] 

 

[35:00] 


