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industry. And, unfortunately most are no longer with us
to ask them about it now. But black entertainers in the
early years received their share of racist hate mail and
death threats mixed in with the many letters of praise.
Orlandus "Dad" Wilson, bass singer for the Golden Gate
Quartet who also started in radio in the 1930's, once
confided to me that some letters he received were so
vicious and hateful that they brought tears to his eyes.
And the Golden Gate Quartet was singing religious
spirituals!
Discovery of the Lost Fan Letters

The Four Vagabonds: (left to right), Robert O’Neil, John
Jordan, Ray Grant, Norval Taborn.
Photo from the Mike Caldarulo Archives.
The Four Vagabonds are without question one
of the most influential vocal groups of the first half of
the 20th Century. Their vocal imitation of musical instruments was without equal, even by their idols, the
Mills Brothers, who popularized the style.
Much of the Four Vagabonds history has already been documented through Marv Goldberg's thorough 1976 interviews with John Jordan and Norval Taborn.[1] The Rick Whitesell, Pete Grendysa and George
Moonoogian Yesterday's Memories article, "The Four
Vagabonds," (written from Marv Goldberg's interviews)
points out an interesting fact. Unlike other black groups
of the 1930's whose popularity benefitted from their
records, the Four Vagabonds were already nationwide
stars long before their first commercial recordings in
1942. By that time, they'd already been singing on radio
for nine years.
Many historians have researched the history of
early radio and it's easy to explain how national exposure would lead to popularity. But precious little has
been written about what African American radio entertainers went through to break the color barrier in the
early years of radio. Yes, there were triumphs but there
were also tribulations. Getting on the radio was one
thing. Dealing with an industry that wanted to stereotype black entertainers and an audience that was living
in a Jim Crow era was daunting.
Most black entertainers from the 1930's were
reluctant to talk publicly about what they were going
through at the time, for fear of being blackballed by the
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When our Classic Urban Harmony Archives had
a chance to acquire, sight unseen, a box of approximately a hundred letters sent to the Four Vagabonds
from late 1936 to early 1938, we jumped on it. The
hugely influential pioneer vocal group was broadcasting
from Chicago over nationwide radio at the time, and
many of the correspondences were fan letters requesting
specific songs or asking for autographed photos. Some
business correspondences and personal letters were also
found. While the letters have little monetary value,
their historical importance is extremely significant. We
knew the letters would open a window of understanding
of how the public related to one of our nation’s
most significant African American vocal groups during
the first real decade of radio.
The origin of the box of letters is shrouded in
mystery. Last March we were contacted by someone
who collects postal history (used stamps on envelopes)
who’d come across a small lot of mail addressed to the
Four Vagabonds. He’d gotten them from a co-worker
who had purchased them several years ago at an
auction. They were put aside until earlier this year

when they resurfaced and were acquired by us. Classic
Urban Harmony intends to inventory the letters
and make the important ones available to the public.
This will take some time, as many letters are faded or
written lightly in pencil in barely legible handwriting.
But the first batch of letters are presented here.
How representative a sampling these are, is unknown. There were no obvious hate letters, but we'd
have expected the group to toss them upon reading, not
save them. A number of letters ask whether the group is
“White or Negro”.
One correspondence asks
the broadcasting station why they are making the group
do skits in “demeaning Negro dialect” between
songs. He happened to grow up with the group in St.
Louis and knew them to be very articulate. Many fans
seemed sure the Four Vagabonds were really the Mills
Brothers singing under another name. But before we
delve further into the letters, let's go back to the Four
Vagabonds' beginnings.

Radio actor, producer, cinematographer and journalist,
Joseph Richardson Jones, heard the Four Vagabonds in
St. Louis and brought them to NBC in Chicago in 1936.
The Four Vagabonds Early Years

A Four Vagabonds Picture Postcard, ca. 1938. in the
1930’s it was common for radio entertainers to take
requests and mail out autographed photo-cards to fans
who wrote in to them. Many of the letters requested copies
of this card. (From the Classic Urban Harmony Archives)

The Four Vagabonds began singing in Vashon
High School in St. Louis, MO, in 1933. School systems
in St. Louis were segregated then and Vashon was one of
the city's two black high schools. Group members began
singing in the Vashon High School Glee Club, a larger
chorus that often split into octets and quartets during
performances. After a few changes in personnel, the
Four Vagabonds settled on the line up that would remain unchanged for more than a dozen years.
Though all four members are believed to have
sung in the Vashon Glee Club, they were not all in the
same class. John Jordan (lead tenor) was the oldest of
the group, born in Wales, TN, November 7, 1913. Norval Donahue Taborn (baritone) was born January 16,
1916 in East St. Louis, IL. Robert O'Neil was born in St.
Louis, MO, on November 18, 1916. And Raymond Valentino Grant Jr. was born in the cotton country of
Mound Bayou, MS, on June 16, 1916.[2] From the beginning, the quartet was in demand locally. They rehearsed in the back room of a mortuary owned by John
Jordan's father, singing songs by their idols, the Mills
Brothers. Within a few weeks of forming, the quartet
began singing live on radio station WEW.
WEW was the second oldest radio station in the
United States. The non-commercial station was owned
and operated by St. Louis University and featured service, education, and entertainment programming. In
fact, by 1933, WEW was the only non-commercial station broadcasting regular entertainment programs
throughout most of its broadcast day, with no advertizing sponsors. It was not unusual for WEW managers to
open their studios to their own university and local high
school students.
After a short time, the Four Vagabonds began
broadcasting their own program on radio station WIL.
WIL was a low power St. Louis station. Marv Goldberg
reported the Four Vagabonds had a Sunday show from
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The Breakfast Club’s host, Don McNeil.
Don hosted the radio program for 35+ years.
5:30 to 6 PM that lasted two and a half years.[1] We
found no newspaper mention of that but the group
could have been singing under another name.
What we did find was a listing of the Four Vagabonds' radio program on station KSD from October 1 to
the end of November, 1934. KSD was an NBC Red Network station out of St. Louis, launched by the St. Louis
Post-Dispatch newspaper.
Norval Taborn and Ray Grant were listed
among the graduating class of Vashon High School in
January 1934.[3] The group continued singing in St.
Louis for the next two years.
A 1938 newspaper article does confirm that the
Four Vagabonds did start out in radio on a station
owned by St. Louis University (WEW) and "had several
programs over St. Louis stations before coming to Chicago and NBC."[2]
In February 1936, Joseph Richardson Jones
heard the group on the radio and took them to Chicago.
Jones was on his way to becoming a noted actor, cinematographer and journalist. Born in Atlanta, GA, in
1901, he spent most of his childhood in Jacksonville, FL.
At the age of nineteen, Jones began acting in and producing vaudeville shows in the South. Beginning in
1935, he wrote, directed and acted in black radio skits
that were broadcast nationally from Chicago. These included Southland Echoes, Welcome Valley, and Life of
Uncle Ned.[4]
Life of Uncle Ned was the ongoing story of Afri-
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can American life in the deep South. Written by Joseph
Richardson Jones, it contained a plot with musical interludes, with each sketch being a complete episode.
Jones played the part of Ned and also supplied supporting roles.[5] Life of Uncle Ned was first broadcast over
WAVE (Louisville, KY) in 1934 and then moved to WLW
in Cincinnati where the musical interlude was reportedly provided by the Charioteers. In May of 1935, the
program had been picked up by NBC's Blue Network out
of Chicago. The musical interlude was sung by the
Three Flats. In September 1935, Jones was in St. Louis,
managing the black Amytis Theater.[6] It was most
likely then that he crossed paths with the Four Vagabonds. Jones returned to Chicago in December 1935, to
join the cast of the NBC radio program, Welcome Valley.[7] There, he used his contacts at NBC to get the
Four Vagabonds an audition for a regular spot on Don
McNeil's Breakfast Club. On March 8, 1936, the St.
Louis Post Dispatch ran an article saying the Four Vagabonds were "singing regularly from the NBC Chicago
studios on the WJZ chain's Breakfast Club program at 8
AM Wednesdays. They formed their group when they
were members of the Vashon High School Glee Club".
[8]
Don McNeill's Breakfast Club was the longest
running variety with the same host in entertainment
history. Hosted by Don McNeil on the NBC Blue Network (later ABC), the radio program ran from June 23,
1933 through December 27, 1968, a span of 35½-years.
McNeill organized the 8 AM program into four segments which McNeill labeled "the Four Calls to Breakfast". The Breakfast Club combined music with informal talk and jokes. In addition to regular comedians,
vocal groups and soloists, listeners heard sentimental
verse, conversations with members of the studio audience and a silent moment of prayer. The Breakfast Club
was broadcast from the NBC studios on the nineteenth
floor of Chicago's huge Merchandise Mart building.[9]
The NBC Studios there consisted of enough room for an
organ chamber, two echo rooms, and a total of 11 stu-

Postcard from Don McNeil’s Breakfast Club, ca. 1940’s.
(From Classic Urban Harmony Archives)

dios - some large enough to hold an entire orchestra. A
staff of more than three hundred produced almost 1,700
programs each month, including one of the most popular radio programs in the country, Amos & Andy.[10]
The Four Vagabonds were regulars on The
Breakfast Club from 1936 to 1946, appearing three
times a week to sing two pop songs and one spiritual a
week.[1]
By April 1936, the Four Vagabonds also had
their own network 15-minute broadcast, heard in their
home city of St. Louis on shortwave station W9XPD.[11]
W9XPD allowed listeners to hear broadcasts usually
aired on KSD, while KSD was off the air (stations frequently shared frequencies). The program was then
quickly picked up by KWK Radio in St. Louis in the
summer of 1936 and by KSD itself in 1937.
Working from Chicago's NBC Studios also gave
the Four Vagabonds the opportunity to appear as guests
on other NBC radio programs. One was the Amos &
Andy Show, one of the most popular radio shows of its
time. While the Amos & Andy Show in recent times has
gotten a bad reputation for the stereotyping of black
characters by white radio actors Freeman Gosden and
Charles Correll, it had huge audiences in both the white
and black communities and is credited for giving exposure to numerous black supporting actors and singers.
The Depression had settled into America's gut, leaving a
sour taste. For a little while each night, the bitterness
was relieved by the plights of two commonest of common men. Everyone seemed to be in the same situation,
and Amos Jones and Andrew H. Brown epitomized
those with no money, no job, and little hope for the fu-

ture. In the beginning, Gosden and Correll did more
than one hundred separate voice characterizations, but
later on, new people were brought in. The new supporting cast was made up almost exclusively of black entertainers.[12]
Up until 1936, the Amos & Andy Show had been
strictly a comedy. But in December 1936, Gosden and
Correll decided to try out expanding the show's appeal
by adding a variety show element. Only two shows, December 4 and 11, 1936, were used for this grand experiment of including live music in the broadcast. The plot
revolved around "The Mystic Knights Of The Sea Friday
Night Minstrel Show" and featured the Four Vagabonds
singing two numbers plus the Joseph Gallicchio Orchestra.[13] On the December 4 program, the Four Vagabonds sang "Sing Baby Sing" and the Mills Brothers inspired, "Dinah".
This episode was unusual in that it was the first
time Correll and Gosden had broadcast before a live studio audience. A collection was taken up among the studio audience for the Harlem Community Fund. The use
of a vocal group on Amos & Andy was discontinued after
the December 11 show. No reason was given.[14] But by
the 1940's the program was featuring other vocal quartets, namely the Charioteers, Delta Rhythm Boys, Jubilaires and Four Knights on each program. And, the Four
Vagabonds did it first.
While appearing three times a week on the
Breakfast Club and doing their own radio program, the
Four Vagabonds also began appearing on another NBC
Blue Network daily network show, The Club Matinee in
1938.
The Club Matinee was a 60-minute variety show
hosted by Ransom Sherman, Durward Kirby and a
young Garry Moore (long before the I’ve Got A Secret
TV show). The Club Matinee had scripted comedy lines
for the Four Vagabonds group members. The show
lasted until 1942.[15]
Also in 1938, the Four Vagabonds guested on
People I Have Known and by the early 1940's they were
making appearances on NBC's Tin Pan Alley Of The Air
and the Curt Massey Show. Later, the group would appear on the Chesterfield Supper Club with Perry Como
and the Nat King Cole Program.[1]
All of which brings us to the question, "How
were people reacting to hearing the Four Vagabonds on
radio?" Here are some excerpts from the letters we examined. Identities of the senders are abbreviated by
initials.
Letters to the Four Vagabonds

Charlie Horner reading the lost fan letters at
Classic Urban Harmony Headquarters,
almost 80 years after they were written.

17 December, 1937 - [Written to Station KSD, St.
Louis, MO]. "Gentlemen, I have been listening to the
"Four Vagabonds" for some time, daily at 4:30. I am
wondering why they spoil their program by using the socalled Negro dialect? I don't know why it is that radio
stations persist in having people use this ignorant type
of speaking. Or is it the sponsors of different programs
who arrange that? I knew the Four Vagabonds and listened to them before they appeared on the radio and I
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certainly enjoyed them without their ignorant conversations between their music. ... I knew them all in school
and it is not their natural English. - M. S., St. Louis,
Mo."
*

*

*

30 August, 1937 - "Dear Sirs, Would you be available
for personal appearances for a 4-H Club at South Shaftsbury, if so, what do you charge, or how much percentage
do you want for the tickets sold outside and at the gate.
Would you be willing to have an amateur hour with your
program? - M.B., South Shaftsbury, Vt."
*

*

*

7 October, 1937 - "Dear Sirs. To settle an argument of
long standing just renewed again, will you kindly let me
know if the Four Vagabonds coming from the Chicago
Studios over WCKY of Covington, Ky, at 11 PM Thursday
Oct 7, 1937, are the Mills Brothers??? Enclosed find
stamped envelope for reply. - H.S., Madisonville, Cincinnati, Ohio"
*

*

*

16 August, 1937 - "Dear Vagabonds, I am writing this
letter while listening to your Monday program and may
I begin by saying I think you're swell. This is the first
fan letter I have ever written and it's to you because I
enjoy hearing your program so much. Would you please
send me a list of your programs a week and when you
are guests on the Breakfast Club and Club Matinee? I
am a member of a girls' trio and if you enjoy receiving
cards and letters as much as we do I think you will enjoy
this one. However you receive so many more than we
ever thought of. We just broadcast from local stations
and if you have ever broadcast from one you know how
it is. Will you please sing "I Got That Old Feeling" for
me on Monday 23? And if you answer fan letters will
you please answer this one? Please? I will close by saying again, "I think all of you are grand." - V.H. - St.
Louis, Ok."
*

*

*

24 January, 1938 - "To the Vagabonds. YOUR
PRGRAM.
As I sat by my radio
Listening to your bah da dee da deedio
I caught the "Jungle Fever"
On my end of the receiver
Contentment your program always brings
While I listen and blow "Smoke Rings"
and wonder about "Lucy Brown"
If such a gal could be found
So I'll sweep up the "Stardust"
And again listen to your program or "Bust"
- H.A., DuQuoin, Ill."
*
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*

*

19 December, 1937 - "Dear Four Vagabonds. I heard
your program today (Friday, November 19, 1937). I
might say that it was one of the best harmony programs
I've listened to for a long time. Living in St. Louis, I, of
course, don't get out of town stations very often. But
when I do I listen for all I'm worth. You probably won't
take me seriously when I tell you I think you ought to
give Hollywood a try (or should I say, "the honor"). J.P., St. Louis, Mo."
*

*

*

Date unknown - "I wish to say something about the
Four Vagabonds but am afraid I cannot find words suitable to express my appreciation for their entertainment
and words to justly praise them in their works. The
wonderfully rich melody of their voices seem to melt
right into one's heart, and I thank our great creator for
the privilege of hearing his gift to them displayed so
beautifully. "When We Find That Long Last Goldmine
In The Sky" should be sung by them every time they go
on the air. I am sure the angels in heaven heard it today. When will they sing it again and would you particularly permit them to sing it for me just once more? If
so, kindly let me know the date! And I thank you and
may God keep those Four Vagabonds and bless them
more abundantly each day. - A convalescent, J.T.,
Memphis, Tenn."
*

*

*

19 January, 1938 - "Dear Sirs, We are quite interested
in the Vagabonds and would like to know whether they
are white or colored. Will you please announce the answer to this over the air? - A Fan, Jacksonville, Ill."
*

*

*

Date Unknown - "Dear Sirs. Was very happy to receive your Christmas card. Hope you get a sustaining
commercial program in the near future. I don't wish to
seem selfish but I would like to request two of my favorite numbers. I would like to hear "Limehouse Blues"
and if you have not done it already, "Congo Maiden". I
really enjoy your program and try to listen regularly. B.C., guitar and bass, formerly of the Four Sons Of Harmony." [A later letter indicated the Four Vagabonds did
then sing "Limehouse Blues" for B.C.]
*

*

*

12 July, 1937 - "Vagabonds. Most every morning at
7:00 AM, I tune in to your program. Fine voices doing
nice work. Often have wondered tho', why more of our
songs are not used. The songs our fore-parents sang
while under the cruel pressure of slavery. Songs that
have, not only made our race famous, but now are considered THE American folk songs. The songs that have
more harmony and REAL feeling than any known today,
songs that never grow old, but are now included on the

highest classic programs, songs that touch the heart, as
they did in days of old, when slaves, driven, beaten, tortured, often beyond human endurance, until they cried
out to a God who heard their plaintive pleadings, cries
in song that have minor chords, and touching sentiment, seldom found in modern music, songs of black
folk. ... Other races try to imitate our singers, but their
harmony doesn't seem to ring true. They know it and
pay to hear our singers, so we have no need to imitate
them. ... We need no special effort to keep our music
typically Aframerican. - C.S., San Diego, Calif."
*

*

*

23 September, 1936 - "Boys. I think your program is
swell and your theme song is too much. I mean the way
you put it over. Gee! But there is one thing I know, at
least I believe, you are the Mills Brothers because there's
nobody that can sing like them. Won't you please do
"Until The Real Thing Comes Along" or "What's The
Reason" or "Don't Be Afraid To Tell Your Mother"?
Anyone is OK for me. If you sing one of these songs for
me, boy, I will be the happiest girl. And, oh! Say! Donald, did you get my picture I sent you a long time ago?
Remember? You autographed my book and picture in
New York and if you will do one of these numbers for
me, I might be good enough to send you another. P.S.
How can I get a picture of you boys with your dad? Miss I.D., Westwood, New Jersey."
*

*

*

24 August, 1937 - "Dear Sirs, I am one of your many
regular listeners and enjoy your programs greatly. I am
writing for a little information. Among my associates
there is a difference of opinion as to whether you are the
Mills Brothers what race [you are]. We all admire and
discuss your programs so we would appreciate a reply.
Also if you have any pictures I would so like your autographs. - R.P., Langford, S.D."
*

*

7 November, 1937 - "Vagabonds. Boys, I am very
proud of you all. I sure do enjoy hearing you boys. I
hardly turn the radio on at nights after I listen in at
"Gang Busters". Some time ago, Clara Bow came over
and said please turn your radio dial to WGL and let it
stay. Watch the time every morning for ten o'clock and I
will hear the Vagabonds boys. Every morning I really do
enjoy listening. That first theme song you boys plays, it
is a honey. Clara Bow said she were going to write you
boys and have the words sent to her. Keep on and you
boys will be on top of the world. I cannot get you boys
anymore. One day Cara Bow were crying down town. I
stop and ask her what was wrong she told me for three
mornings the Vagabonds has not been on the air. Walk
away. I felt so sorry for Clara Bow. Well I hope you
boys will be the greatest boys on the air. I never knew
there were such boys until Clara Bow put me wise. I
love good songs, music and good orchestra playing.
Hope to hear you boys at all times. - F.C., Ft. Wayne,
Ind."
*
*
*
The Songs—Radio Transcriptions
It’s said that the Four Vagabonds knew in excess
of 1500 songs. This is probably an understatement as
the group had to sing on radio several times a week, doing multiple songs each appearance. We’re talking
about learning 15 to 20 new songs each week over 15
years on radio. In addition to their own signature songs,
they also learned many of the popular tunes of the day.
The Four Vagabonds began making commercial
recordings in 1942. As we look back at the Four Vagabonds more than 70 years later, those are the songs that
we associate with the group—”Rosie The Riveter,” “Rose
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Date Unknown - "Dear Vagabonds, I'm a girl sixteen
years of age and a sophomore in high school. I'm very
fon [sic]d of dancing and singing and have remote ambitions of trying out for radio as some people think I sing
fairly well. May I say, you are my favorite program on
the air. I stay at home every morning to hear that "St.
Louis Blues". I do hope you will answer some of the
questions that I ask. Are you white or colored? (a thousand pardons). What instruments do you play? How
old are you? How do you figure out all those songs, old
and new? Do you sit or stand during your broadcast?
Do you send photographs to fans? Do you get so much
mail that you can't read mine personally? P.S., It's a
shame you can't have your program earlier in the morning when school starts as I go to school at 8:15. - J.E."
*

*

*

One of the rare 16” radio transcriptions by the Four Vagabonds. From the Classic Urban Harmony Archives.
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Ann Of Sharing Cross,” “I Had The Craziest Dream,”
“Comin’ In On A Wing And A Prayer,” “A G.I. Wish,”
“P.S. I Love You” and many more.
Many of the Four Vagabonds songs for radio
have been rescued by collectors on electrical transcription discs and are now available on various CD’s.
A transcription disc is a special phonograph record intended for, or recorded from, a radio broadcast.
Transcription discs were most commonly 16 inches in
diameter and recorded at 33 1/3 rpm. Each side could
contain about 30 minutes of recording, allowing radio
stations to play programs originating elsewhere (recall
magnetic tape recording did not exist in the 1930’s).
These transcription discs were the forerunners of modern LP’s. 16” transcriptions can not played on common
home phonograph players because the tone arms are too
short to accommodate the large diameter records. Of
course radio station turntables could handle the discs.
At Classic Urban Harmony we have a custom
made turntable capable of playing just about any flat
record. But existing original transcription disks by the
Four Vagabonds are extremely rare and very collectable.
Our CUH archives contain more than 250 different 16”
transcriptions by black vocal groups from the 1930’s and
1940’s. Yet, we only have one by the Four Vagabonds.

Sheet music for “I Leaned A Lesson I’ll Never Forget” (1944) with photo of the Four Vagabonds.
(From the Classic Urban Harmony Archives).
The Songs—Sheet Music
Another insight into songs in the Four Vagabonds repertoire comes from sheet music. As with the
Mills Brothers, there are pieces of sheet music out there
with the Four Vagabonds photo on them, where the
group never recorded the song commercially. One can
only assume that the Four Vagabonds sang these songs
popular on radio. Marv Goldberg reports the existence
of Four Vagabonds sheet music for "This Can't Be Love"
and "Gold Mine In The Sky". We have not seen those
but we do have Four Vagabonds sheet music to “Do
Nothing ’Till You Hear From Me” (a hit for the Delta
Rhythm Boys) and “I Learned A Lesson I’ll Never Forget” (a hit for the Red Caps).
Of course, getting the Four Vagabonds to sing a
song on the radio meant instant demand and we have
many letters of music publishers imploring the group to
sing one of their songs.

Sheet music for “Do Nothin’ Till You Hear From
Me” (1943) with photo of the Four Vagabonds.
(From the Classic Urban Harmony Archives).
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That a box of letters like these has surfaced after
almost 80 years is amazing. Researching music history
is a little like archeology. You never know what information you’ll turn up until you start digging,

The Four Vagabonds
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