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� This will be a multi-part video series on the history of our Society’s 
Contest and Judging System

� Rather than waiting until all are recorded, each one starting from 

HISTORY OF CONTEST & JUDGING (C&J)

the beginning will be recorded and posted

� Each new video will be based upon the time I have available to 
finish the documentation and record!



� Since the very beginning of SPEBSQSA we have been a society driven 
by competition

� Judging has had tremendous influence on the development of the 
barbershop style and arguably the most influence on the style

PURPOSE OF THE VIDEO SERIES ON JUDGING

barbershop style and arguably the most influence on the style

� There have been rules and structures that were once true about judging 
but have long since been gone, yet many members recall what it was 
and think that still is (myths and legends)

� Quite often rules appeared and disappeared without public 
understanding of why
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� We are going examine blocks of time throughout the history of our 
society through the lens of judging

� It is initially planned that it will be a 10 part series, with each video lasting 

no longer than an hour each

DOCUMENTARY

no longer than an hour each

� The videos will be presented over time and the viewer is encouraged to 

watch each in order to understand the changes over time
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� Preservation of a detailed history of the most important influence 
on the growth and development of the barbershop style

� Members understand and appreciate decisions made at the time 

OUTCOMES

about changes required for judging

� Members understand when rules and structure were in place and 
why they might have changed
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� Documents used:

� Contest & Judging Manuals (thanks to countless individuals contributing!)

� Harmonizers

� The “Harmonizer” did not exist until late 1941 (Initially “ReChordings”)

� The “Harmonizer” throughout time has always been a reflection of the messaging from Harmony Hall.  In some cases, this may 

DOCUMENTS

� The “Harmonizer” throughout time has always been a reflection of the messaging from Harmony Hall.  In some cases, this may 
have not reflected all sides and opinions

� Board meeting minutes didn’t start taking shape until the early 1940’s 

� In the early 1950’s, C&J annual and mid-year reports first appeared but are not consistent throughout time.  
These have more details about “why” but again are what was shared with the Board vs actual discussions. 
Over 60 years worth of these reports exist

� Private papers of Joe Stern, Warren “Buzz” Haeger, Denny Driscoll, and others were shared throughout 
the research process.  These proved invaluable in providing more insight

� Books such as “Keep America Singing”, “Melodies for Millions”, and “Heritage of Harmony” , celebrating 
Society anniversaries (10th, 25th, and 50th respectively)

� Judging Magazines “Directions” and “New Directions” (roughly the last 40 years)
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� Until the last 5 years there has been no purposeful archiving 
strategy as it relates to C&J.  Therefore not all materials are still 
around that can fully answer questions

� Maintenance of C&J Handbooks from 1971-1993 was poor.  

DISCLAIMERS

� Maintenance of C&J Handbooks from 1971-1993 was poor.  
Because of the costs, any changes to the handbook would be sent 
to the members and then they were requested to throw away the 
older sections.  There was no revision history noted on these rule 
changes.  Therefore one could have a manual dated 1978 but 
have rule changes that were from 1992!  
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� Where printed words exist, we have “facts”.  Yet, between sources 
there are errors.  We will address those that are important.

� Where words don’t exist, I will provide my best analysis

Even where words exist, there is still analysis

DISCLAIMERS

� Even where words exist, there is still analysis

� I fully acknowledge that I don’t know all history and events.  This represents 
my humble analysis reading all materials available at the time and talking 
with people who would recall the times and events of the day

� If you have facts or stories that provide a different narrative, please share 
them with me at kkbari@charter.net
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� Society forms in 1938

� In June of 1939 a national convention was to be held

� Within the convention weekend, a contest would be held

HISTORY OF CONTEST & JUDGING (C&J)

� Within the convention weekend, a contest would be held



Postcard mailed to all 

members in 1939



� Note:  There is nothing about needing to woodshed 

1939 RULES

� Note:  There is nothing about needing to woodshed 
arrangements.  This has never been a printed rule.  

� Per Dec 1942 “ReChording”, Glenn Howard did arrangements 
for Capitol City Four

� We know with the 1942 Elastic Four that Frank Thorne 
arranged their music.



� Qualifying AT National Contest in Ballrooms

� 23 Quartets competed

� Top 15 in the Finals

The judges were

1939 - QUALIFYING

� The judges were

� Educators Harry Gowans and Oliver Hodges of Tulsa, OK

� Dr. Harry McKown, Pittsburgh, PA 

� Raymond Fields, Guthrie, OK, State Legion Commander

� Oklahoma's Lt. Gov. James E. Berry
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CONTEST RESULTS:  WHAT ACTUALLY HAPPENED IN 1939?

� Deac Martin was 
commissioned to write a book 
documenting our 1st 10 years 
as a societyas a society

� It’s clear that the Bartlesville 
Barflies won and Capitol City 
Four were 2nd.  After that, there 
is discrepancy
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CONTEST RESULTS:  WHAT ACTUALLY HAPPENED IN 1939?

� Harmonizer Mar 1943 � Harmonizer Sep 1943
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MORE EVIDENCE
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� A sing-off was held between the Bartlesville Barflies and the 
Capitol City Four to assist the judges in determining the winner.

SING OFF TO DETERMINE THE WINNERS!
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� Decided to have the convention in New York City to align ourselves with 
the New York City Parks Department contest

� Again, celebrity/dignitary judges including Fiorello LaGuardia (mayor), Al Smith 
(Former NY governor), Sigmund Spaeth (musicologist) and others

� Not well attended by SPEBSQSA membership – most of the membership was in 

1940

� Not well attended by SPEBSQSA membership – most of the membership was in 
the Midwest

� Top 5 vs Top 3 which has been carried forth ever since

� Same rules as 1939 for SPEBSQSA contest

� “Gee, Sig, they all sound the same to me” *

� Per Heritage of Harmony “They all sound good to me.  Which should I vote for?” 
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� The National Board of Directors decided that from now on that 
SPEBSQSA contests would be judged by SPEBSQSA judges

� Joe Stern, future Society Treasurer and first Editor of the 

1941

“ReChordings” (what would be the “Harmonizer”), had been 
singing barbershop long before the society was formed.  He was 
asked to come up with some definitions of barbershop
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No instruments

JOE STERN DEFINED THE BARBERSHOP STYLE FOR 

SPEBSQSA

… I was raised on it, but I find it difficult to put my conception of barbershop 

harmony into words. <snip> what seems to be a few fundamentals of this 

kind of harmony.   

Maybe some of you can define barber shop harmony better. 

� No instruments

� High bass vs church bass

� Contemplates 4 parts at all times

� Expedient to change the melody to improve the 
harmony

� Major emphasis on quality singing

� Can’t distinguish who is singing what part



� Three Categories

� Harmony and Blending  50%

� Song Selection and Originality  25%

� Stage Presence  25%

1941 NATIONAL CONTEST

� Stage Presence  25%

� Joe Stern:  “while showmanship should be taken into account, I believe that a small ratio of points is 
sufficient for this, and that major emphasis should be placed on the quality of good old fashioned barber shop 
harmony.”

� Judges are SPEBSQSA Members of some notoriety
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� Judges provide a single score for each quartet, weighting their 
score against all three categories

� There are still no “preliminaries” prior to the National Contest

1941 NATIONAL CONTEST

� Top 3 from each ballroom at the National Contest move to the 
finals with 15 in the Finals
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ATTITUDES ABOUT SONGS

� There is no evidence in the rules 
that any songs are judged 
negatively based upon date of 
publication  

� However, one interesting find in a 
1944 Harmonizer by a competitor 
suggests that at the beginning with 
society judges there was more 
concern when a song was written. 
This could be a mix of myth and 
reality
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CHAIRMAN OF JUDGES MAURICE (MOLLY) REAGAN IN 

WORKING WITH JUDGING PANELS
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� Immediately after the 1941 convention and contest, surveys were 
conducted about what should be evaluated in a contest

� Harmony Accuracy – 25%

LEADING INTO 1942

� Song Arrangement – 25%

� Voice Expression – 30%

� Song Selection – 10%

� Stage Presence – 10%



1942 CATEGORY DESCRIPTIONS

25%

25%

26

30%

10%

10%



� Similar to previous contests

� National Board appoints and approves all judges

� Rules mailed to competitors (audiences don’t know the rules)

� “Elimination” contests around the society were encouraged to reduce the number of 

1942 – GRAND RAPIDS CONTEST

� “Elimination” contests around the society were encouraged to reduce the number of 
competitors in Grand Rapids

� 60 quartets competed in “Elimination” rounds in five ballroom contests throughout Friday and Saturday

� Finalists from 1941 St. Louis contest split amongst the 5 ballrooms

� Three quartets from each ballroom advance to the Finals, regardless of “score”

� New – 6 minutes maximum singing time (no description of penalty (1 pt/second/judge))

� 12 Judges in the Finals (all providing single scores for the quartets) and 6 alternates
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� In the rules it stated that it would announce the results from 15th to 
1st.  In the Harmonizer (ReChording) it states that this did not 
happen – quartets 6-15 would remain a mystery

1942 – GRAND RAPIDS CONTEST

� Although past champions have been eligible prior to this year to 
compete, none did this time.  
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“The basis of grading is not near as important as the selection of competent judges”

Hal Staab



� After Elastic Four won in 1942, they announced they would do what 
others had done and not compete.  This ultimately led to the rule of 
“Once a Champion, Always a Champion”

� Same categories as the year before

1943

� Same categories as the year before

� 80 quartets signing up

� Same elimination process

� 25 Judges were identified for the contest; 11 served

� Still no announcements of quartets 6-15
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� First Contest & Judging Committee initiated (Thorne Chair)

� Two major issues were identified in the 1943 contest

� Sometimes the quality in the ballroom eliminations weren’t equally weighted (some were 
stronger fields than others) – pushing towards scoring everyone and rank ordering 1-15 vs
3 automatic qualifiers

1943 OUTCOMES

3 automatic qualifiers

� Judges were finding it impossible to provide scores for five different categories

� Lots of Harmonizer articles defending judges now appear

� Rumors and anecdotes about biasing

� Starting to see more evidence of local contests – nothing authorized by 
SPEBSQSA National Board
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RULES VS GUIDELINES

� THE MECHANICS OF BARBERSHOP HARMONY

� Maurice (Molly) Reagan

� Harmonizer – Vol 3, No. 1 (Sept 1943)

� The fact that the above are Guides only must be stressed.  They are not 
presented as rules.  Any attempt to lay down unchangeable rules would 
limit the expansion into new and untried harmony fields.  That can’t happen 
here.  Not in this Society.



� In our next episode, we will 

� Review the rules from 1944-1950

� Evolution of the C&J program itself

� Evolution of the regional contests (ultimately Districts)

NEXT TIME

� Video Series is “free”

� Donations in the name of this series are gladly accepted to 
https://give.barbershop.org/preserve

� Any new information you may have, please contact me at kkbari@charter.net
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