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With an Irish American father and a mother half black and half Native 
American no one in East Harlem could tell what Ronnie, born Veronica 
Bennett, was. Or they knew all they needed to on sight, calling Ronnie or 
her sister Estelle halfbreeds and high yellow. “Halfbreed” is what Ronnie 
calls herself throughout her memoir, in an unaffected way that says she 
has either claimed it or simply no longer feels the sting. They got beat up 
a lot, and because of that Mom made them stay inside so they wouldn’t 
run into the neighborhood kids. 

So, sent over to their grandmother’s because both parents worked late, 
they’d sit on the stoop and harmonize. To Ronnie, no one started out 
wanting to make money; singing was just something that people in her 
family did. There were around six of them: sisters Ronnie and Estelle, 
three cousins, Nedra Talley among them, and a boy cousin, Ira. It was 
the fifties. Singing was a hobby, what you did when you couldn’t afford 
bikes or roller skates. All Ronnie’s aunts and uncles sang, her father was 
an unsuccessful drummer. It seemed the whole family was musical.

Ronnie, this little 4-year-old belting out 4-year-old nonsense syllables 
along to music from up on top of grandma’s coffee table, found she got 
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attention for it, and she found she liked the attention. She liked it also 
when cousin Ira got stage fright on amateur night at the Apollo and there 
was nothing for it but to step out front and take lead. The louder she 
sang, the more the audience loved her. Not half bad for halfbreeds in front 
of a Harlem crowd.

Down to three — Ira’s stage fright was permanent, the two other cousins 
were lost to religion — Ronnie, Estelle and Nedra dressed up with all 
the tricks that six aunts and a mother could teach 16-year-olds to get 
past security at the peppermint lounge — padded bras, eyeliner, teased 
up hair. They wore matching (naturally) tight yellow dresses with taffeta 
and ruffles. They passed themselves off as the hired dancing girls. And 
Ronnie, no surprise, found she liked dancing on top of a stage even more 
than a coffee table, standing behind Joey Dee and the Starlighters. 

In just a few years it would all be over, but in 1960 Joey Dee and the 
Peppermint Lounge were all of a piece, a cultural formation designed to 
purvey the twist to the American public and the Jet Set crowd: Judy Garland, 
Jackie Kennedy, Tennessee Williams, Truman Capote, John Wayne.

Ronnie and her relatives’ amateur status were quickly outed on their first 
turn, but their enthusiasm carried them. So, it was almost a joke when 
guitarist David Brigati handed Ronnie a microphone — let’s humor  
the energetic young ladies — but it was no joke to Ronnie. As fate would 
have it the band had started in on Ray Charles, “What’d I Say?” the 
patron song of artistic brilliance in a tight spot ever since Charles himself 
called it up out of nothing when he needed to stretch time in order to 
meet the demands of a withholding club owner. Ronnie, little girl with a big 
voice, leveled the place with it.

They earned a permanent gig as a result: $10 a night for each of them. It 
was more money than they knew what to do with.

Still in high school, Ronnie, Nedra, and Estelle were local stars, taking 
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up the role of Murray the K’s Dancing Girls. Murray Kaufman was a New 
York city rock ’n’ roll DJ who tried to fill the gap made when the payola 
scandal forced Alan Freed off the air. Murray would put on big shows 
at the Brooklyn Fox featuring popular acts like Little Anthony and the 
Imperials, the Shirelles and others. Ronnie would joke, “We were the 
‘and others.’”

Then something happens. It reads like this: sitting around New York 
getting tired of playing sock hops and bar mitzvahs with a single that 
didn’t hit, they hear of this Phil Spector and decide just to call him up — 
his production company is in New York at the time — and they get past 
the secretary to him, Phil Spector. And he invites them to audition.

They come in and sing something their dated singing teacher had trained 
them on. It was not interesting. Phil didn’t care for it. 

But when the stars need to regroup and show them/us/everyone what 
they’re really made of, they do it, and the Ronettes are going to be stars. 

So Ronnie asks Phil to play Frankie Lymon’s “Why Do Fools Fall in Love,” 
and he does. And she burns it to the ground.

“That’s it!” Phil exclaimed. “That’s the voice I’ve been looking for.” 


