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Moondog milestone

Remembering the world’s first rock concert

JOHN SOEDER
Plain Dealer Pop Music Critic

It was billed as “the most terrible
ball of them all.”

It turned out to be the Big Bang of
live rock 'n’ roll.

Disc jockey Alan Freed’s Moondog
Coronation Ball, held 50 years ago to-
day at the Cleveland Arena, certainly
lived up to the pre-show hype, ending
in chaos.

But after the dust settled and the
broken glass was swept away, a new
era of live entertainment had dawned.

The Moondog Ball
went down in the
history books as the
world’s first rock
concert.

The venue was
huge, the turnout
was unprecedented,
the sounds were
fresh and the fans
were ready to party.
It was like no other show before it and
inspired everything that came after it,
from Woodstock to Lollapalooza.

“It made the music industry wake up

Alan Freed

and say, ‘Who is this guy and what is
this music and how did it draw 25,000
people for a dance?’ " says Lance Freed,
son of the legendary DJ. “It was a turn-
ing point.”

On the bill that night was a caval-
cade of acts, including Paul Williams &
the Hucklebuckers, Tiny Grimes & the
Rockin’ Highlanders, the Dominoes,
and Varetta Dillard. Tickets were $1.50
in advance, $1.75 at the door.

But the show ended abruptly, shut

down by police because the Arena was The poster for the concert organized

dangerously overcrowded.

by Alan Freed, whose listeners were

"sEe FREED | A22 called the Moondoggers.
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Remembering world’s
first rock concert

“Moondog Ball Is Halted as
6,000 Crash Gate” read the head-
line on the front page of The
Plain Dealer. ;

“A crowd of about 6, 000 per-
sons, dissatisfied because: they
could not buy tickets to the

Moondog Coronation Ball at the
Arena, pushed down doors and
entered,” The Plain Dealer re-
ported. “About 9: 30, they

. stormed the Arena, knockmg 0

down four panel doors, brushing
police away, and poured inside.”.
Crowd estimates ranged from
16,000 to 25,000. Emmett Gre-
shan, 25, of Cleveland was
stabbed and treated at St. Vin-
cent Charity Hospital for “a
wound on the left cheek,” accord-
ing to The Plain Dealer. An un-
identified 20-year-old concert-
goer was arrested for fighting.
Valena Williams covered the

event for the Call and Post.
“What I wamhed was one of the

most terrifying experiences I ever
hope to have,” she wrote. “The

floor was filling, growing more
and more crowded as I watched.”
Williams was looking forward
to catching Grimes, one of her fa-
vorite acts. But he was drowned
out by the ever-growing throng.

“Irememberthinking ‘This is

a big crowd,’” she sayj *1
couldn’t hear the music. So I
wasn'’t going to stick around.” . .

As she headed for an exit,

thousands of gatecrashers.

rushed into the Arena, which
could hold only 10,000 people.
(1t was torn down in 1977.)

“It was just like a rush of cattle
— everysne pushing, yelling an-
gry!” Williams wrote. .

She eventually made it to
safety. But she says she will never.

forget the “awful” feeling of be-
ing caught in the middle of the

mob, “It was out of control,” she -

says. :
‘Rockin’ and rollin’
'Edward Wolfeld was at the
show, too. At the time, he was a
manager at Record Rendezvous.
The popular Prospect Avenue

“This was 80 new —
this type of music
bringing people E
together.

Edward Wolfeld,
amangeratmed S
Rmuiawmwﬂﬂwtmw ﬁ

" music store, owned by Leo -

Mintz, sponsored Alan Freed’s
WIW radio show. ]
“It was unreal,” Wolfeld ren
calls. “This was so new — this
type of music bringing people to-
gether., Everyone was excited ...
clapping, singing, having a sood

‘time. There were just too many

people.” .

He insists it was Mintz, not
Freed, who first used a variation |
of the phrase “rock n’'roll” (an
old blues eﬁphemism for sex) to
describe the scene at the Moon-
dog Ba.ll "“Leo” was watching
these kids dancing and he said,
‘Look at them, rockin’ and rollin’
out there,” ” Wolfeld says.

The following moming a long

. all
the blcck, Wolf-r |

125,000 people would try to get

into a dance, I suppose you
womdhavebeenjustlike me —
you probably would have
laughed and said théy were’
crazy,” he- saxd -“l promise you
ng will:be righted,
will be happy.”

that éverybody
“I know he felt terrible the
next day, because he had been
accused of ovemﬂing the show,”
Lance Freed says. “Hemokalet
ofhestfo:it." ' ,

stations in Youngstown and Ak—
ron, he landed a joh at Cleve- |
land’s WIW -in 1951, ‘spinning:
R&B records (then known'as |




“pace” records) by black artists.

'The music he came to call rock -

- ’n’ roll was a hit with black and
7 white listeners alike. So was
Freed, a flamboyant on-air talent
who would growl, how!l and
pound phone books like dmms
Despite the melee, the Moon-
dog Ball wasnt a career setback
for Freed. If anything, the public-
ity generated by the concert
boosted his profile, says Harvey
Fuqua of the Moonglows, a doo-
: wopgroupmanagedbyFreedin

the '50s. - ‘

“It didn’t stop him,” Fuqua
says. “He was defiant. He was
going to make sure this music
was heard. He knew he was onto
something.”

Freed left Cleveland in 1954 to
broadcast “The Alan Freed Rock
'n’ Roll Show” from New York
City. He went on to appear in

films, including “Rock Around.

the Clock.” He also was host of
the television show “Dance

Party.”

- SO
His ‘career ended on'a sour

note amid a congressional inves-

tigation into payola. Freed.

pleaded guilty to two counts of
commercial bribery in 1962.
Three years later, he died of
uremic poisoning. He was 43,

- Other influential DJs did their-

part to make Cleveland a hot
market for new music, including
Bill Randle, Billy Bass and Kid
Leo. But none had a greater im-
pact than Freed. Indeed, Cleve-
land staked its claim to the Rock

seum —

and Roll Hall of Fame and Mu-
‘¢ a Freed exhibit is -
in the works — on his legacy. |
“I prefer to think of him as a
midwife at the birth of rock 'n’

roll,” Lance Freed says. “He -

helped deliver it. The music was
already there. ... The Moondog
Coronation Ball was the conecep-

-tion date.” .
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