
William “Smokey” Robinson Jr. was born on February 19, 1940, in Detroit, Michigan. He 
grew up in the city’s North End, a working-class Black community filled with families who 
had moved north during the Great Migration. Detroit offered factory jobs, neighborhood 
churches, street-corner singing groups and radio stations carrying gospel, blues, jazz 
and rhythm and blues. Smokey was surrounded by music before he understood it as a 
possible profession. He would eventually help turn Detroit into one of the most important 
music centers in the world. 

His mother died when he was around ten, and his older sister Geraldine helped raise him. 
Losing a parent at that age placed grief and responsibility inside his childhood. Robinson 
later became known for writing about romantic pain, but the emotional sensitivity in his 
music was connected to more than dating. He understood absence, longing and the 
desire to hide hurt from other people. Those emotions would become central to songs 
such as “The Tracks of My Tears.” 

The nickname “Smokey” came from an uncle who called him Smokey Joe while they 
watched cowboy movies. Robinson later shortened it to Smokey and carried it into 
adulthood. Stories have sometimes claimed the name was given because of his light 
complexion, but Robinson has explained it primarily as a cowboy nickname. The name 
worked well in music because it was friendly, memorable and immediately recognizable. 
“William Robinson” became the legal person, while “Smokey” became the artist the 
public remembered. 

Detroit during Robinson’s childhood produced an unusual concentration of talent. Aretha 
Franklin lived nearby and was known around the neighborhood before becoming the 
Queen of Soul. Members of the Four Tops, the Temptations, the Supremes and other 
future Motown acts came from the same wider environment. This did not happen 
because everyone in Detroit suddenly received musical luck. Churches developed 
voices, schools maintained music programs, families encouraged performance and 
industrial employment supported communities where young talent could gather. 

Robinson formed a vocal group while attending Northern High School. The group was 
first called the Five Chimes and later became the Matadors. Its members changed over 
time, but Ronnie White and Warren “Pete” Moore became important long-term partners. 
Claudette Rogers joined the group, bringing a woman’s voice into what had been an 
all-male lineup. The Matadors performed at local events and developed harmonies before 
they possessed professional recording opportunities. 

Vocal groups were everywhere during the 1950s. Young performers gathered on street 
corners, in school hallways and inside neighborhood homes to practice harmony. 
Standing out required more than singing well because record labels had access to many 
similar groups. Robinson’s songwriting became the difference. He carried notebooks 
filled with lyrics and ideas, treating songwriting as a craft long before anyone was paying 
him. 



The group auditioned unsuccessfully for a record company in 1957. Berry Gordy Jr., a 
local songwriter who attended the audition, became interested after seeing Robinson’s 
notebook. Gordy recognized that the young singer was not waiting for someone else to 
supply material. He was already trying to understand verses, choruses, rhyme and 
emotional movement. The rejection that ended the formal audition began one of the most 
important partnerships in American music. 

Gordy had written songs and worked in Detroit’s automobile industry before entering 
music full-time. He began mentoring Robinson, showing him how a promising idea could 
be tightened into a commercially effective song. Robinson had imagination, while Gordy 
understood structure and the business of presenting music. Their relationship was not 
simply executive and employee. Each man helped develop the other’s position. 

The Matadors recorded “Got a Job,” an answer song responding to the Silhouettes’ hit 
“Get a Job.” The record gained regional attention and was released nationally, giving the 
group its first serious experience with the recording business. They changed their name 
to the Miracles because the Matadors name created confusion and no longer fit the 
lineup. The Miracles would become foundational to the company Gordy was building. 
Motown did not begin with the Supremes, Temptations or Jackson 5 already waiting at 
the top; it grew from early records that proved the business could survive. 

Berry Gordy borrowed money from his family and established Tamla Records in 1959. 
Tamla became part of the larger Motown Record Corporation, whose name referred to 
Detroit’s identity as the Motor City. Robinson and the Miracles were among the 
company’s earliest acts. Their success gave Gordy revenue, credibility and evidence that 
a Black-owned Detroit label could compete nationally. Without the Miracles, Motown 
might not have survived long enough to sign many of the artists later associated with its 
greatness. 

“Shop Around,” released in 1960, became Motown’s first million-selling record. The song 
presents a mother advising her son not to commit to the first woman who attracts him. 
Its message is playful, but the construction is disciplined. The lead vocal tells the story 
while the group responds, creating the feeling of advice being repeated until the young 
man finally understands. The record crossed from the rhythm-and-blues audience into 
the national pop market. 

The recording also taught Motown an early lesson about quality control. A slower version 
was initially prepared, but Gordy believed it lacked enough energy. He called the 
musicians and singers back into the studio during the night and pushed them to record a 
faster version. That second approach became the hit. Motown’s famous attention to 
detail grew from experiences like this, where a small production decision separated a 
promising record from a national breakthrough. 

Robinson’s voice did not depend on overwhelming volume. He sang in a light, high tenor 
that could rise into falsetto without losing warmth. The delicacy made him sound 



emotionally exposed, even when the rhythm remained upbeat. He could deliver regret 
without shouting and desire without turning every song into a display of physical power. 
His voice sounded as though a private thought had accidentally become audible. 

That quality changed how masculinity could appear in popular music. Robinson’s male 
narrators cried, begged, apologized and admitted emotional dependence. They were not 
stripped of dignity by tenderness. Songs such as “Ooo Baby Baby” presented a man 
acknowledging that he had made a mistake and might lose the woman he loved. 
Vulnerability became part of the strength of the performance. 

“You’ve Really Got a Hold on Me” presents love as something powerful enough to 
survive contradiction. The narrator says he does not like the person, yet he loves and 
needs her. The language is simple, but the situation is psychologically recognizable. 
People can understand that a relationship is painful while remaining emotionally 
attached. Robinson did not clean love into a perfectly reasonable experience. 

The Beatles recorded “You’ve Really Got a Hold on Me,” helping expose Robinson’s 
writing to an even larger international audience. Their version also demonstrated the 
movement of Black American music across racial and national boundaries. British rock 
groups studied Motown, blues and rhythm and blues, then reintroduced those influences 
to many white American listeners. Robinson’s writing was therefore helping shape rock 
music even when his records were classified as soul or R&B. 

“The Tracks of My Tears” became one of his finest compositions. Miracles guitarist Marv 
Tarplin developed the memorable opening guitar figure, while Robinson built the lyrical 
idea around a person whose public smile hides private devastation. The image of tears 
leaving tracks on the face turns emotional pain into something visible. Makeup, laughter 
and social performance cannot completely erase what the person is experiencing. 

The song demonstrates Robinson’s attention to emotional masks. The narrator is 
entertaining other people while missing the person who gave his life deeper meaning. 
This reaches beyond romance because many people continue working, joking and 
helping others while privately falling apart. The song does not need complicated 
language to reveal that condition. Its strength comes from making the hidden pain 
recognizable without overexplaining it. 

“Ooo Baby Baby” approaches love through remorse. The narrator admits that he has 
been unfaithful or careless and asks for mercy without pretending he deserves it 
automatically. Robinson’s falsetto makes the apology feel fragile. The background voices 
stretch the emotion while the lead remains controlled. The recording became a model for 
later slow jams and soul ballads. 

“Going to a Go-Go” moved toward dance and public energy. A go-go was a nightclub 
where people gathered to hear music and dance, and the song invited everyone into that 
space. Motown understood that a record had to work in bedrooms, on radios and on 



dance floors. Robinson could write delicate heartbreak, but he was not limited to quiet 
sadness. The Miracles could create movement without sacrificing musical detail. 

“I Second That Emotion” uses a phrase borrowed from formal meetings, where someone 
seconds another person’s motion. Robinson transformed the expression into a romantic 
statement. The narrator is willing to return affection if the other person’s love is genuine 
and lasting. This kind of wordplay became one of his signatures. He could take an 
ordinary phrase and turn it slightly until it revealed another emotional meaning. 

“The Tears of a Clown” provided another image of public happiness hiding private pain. 
Stevie Wonder and Hank Cosby developed the instrumental track, which carried the 
bright feeling of circus music. Robinson connected that sound with the image of 
Pagliacci, the sad clown who must entertain while suffering. The contrast between the 
music and lyrics strengthened both. A cheerful arrangement made the sadness more 
painful because the listener could hear the disguise operating. 

The song was recorded in the 1960s but did not become an American number-one hit 
until 1970, after it gained attention in Britain. Its delayed success shows that a great song 
does not always reach its full audience immediately. Marketing, timing and radio 
decisions affect what becomes a hit. The composition had not suddenly improved three 
years later. The surrounding circumstances finally caught up with it. 

Robinson wrote “More Love” after Claudette experienced a miscarriage and serious 
medical complications. Doctors reportedly warned that another pregnancy could threaten 
her life. Robinson responded with a song promising that his love would remain greater 
than the difficulties surrounding them. The song’s tenderness came from an actual 
marital crisis rather than an imagined commercial subject. Personal experience became 
music without requiring the listener to know the private history. 

Smokey and Claudette married in 1959. She performed and recorded with the Miracles 
but eventually stopped touring after repeated miscarriages and the physical strain of 
travel. The group’s public image increasingly centered on Smokey, even though the other 
Miracles remained essential to its sound. Bobby Rogers, Pete Moore, Ronnie White, 
Claudette and guitarist Marv Tarplin contributed voices, ideas and musical identity. The 
name “Smokey Robinson and the Miracles” could make the collective work appear to 
belong mainly to the lead singer. 

Robinson did not write only for himself. Berry Gordy placed him near the center of 
Motown’s songwriting, production and artist-development system. Robinson became a 
vice president of the company while still performing with the Miracles. He listened to new 
material, helped evaluate artists and participated in decisions about which recordings 
were strong enough for release. He was simultaneously talent, management and creative 
leadership. 



For the Temptations, he wrote or co-wrote “The Way You Do the Things You Do,” “My 
Girl,” “Get Ready,” “Since I Lost My Baby” and other important recordings. “The Way 
You Do the Things You Do” uses a chain of comparisons that could have become 
childish in weaker hands. Each line turns a compliment into a small piece of wordplay. 
Eddie Kendricks’s falsetto fit the lightness of the writing. The song helped establish the 
Temptations as a major Motown act. 

“My Girl” became one of the most recognizable love songs ever recorded. Robinson 
wrote it with Miracles member Ronnie White and shaped it around David Ruffin’s voice. 
The bass opening, guitar figure and gradual addition of instruments make the record feel 
as though happiness is expanding. The narrator does not claim to possess money, fame 
or ideal weather. His emotional security comes from the woman he loves. 

The song was inspired partly by Robinson’s feelings for Claudette, but it was not written 
as a private diary entry that only one couple could understand. Its images—sunshine, 
birds and honey—are familiar enough to become universal. David Ruffin’s rougher vocal 
sound gave the song a different character than Robinson’s gentle tenor would have 
produced. Great songwriting includes understanding which voice should carry the 
material. Robinson did not need to sing every song he created. 

“Get Ready” displayed another side of the Temptations. Its rhythm carried urgency, while 
the vocal warned that love was approaching. The record became a concert favorite even 
though its original chart performance did not fully match its later reputation. Years 
afterward, Rare Earth turned it into a lengthy rock and soul performance. Robinson’s 
writing could survive changes in tempo, race, genre and decade. 

For Mary Wells, Robinson wrote and produced songs including “You Beat Me to the 
Punch,” “Two Lovers” and “My Guy.” “Two Lovers” initially appears to describe a woman 
involved with two men, one loving and one cruel. The final idea reveals that both 
personalities belong to the same man. The song teaches the listener to reinterpret 
everything previously heard. Robinson created surprise without abandoning emotional 
truth. 

“My Guy” became Wells’s signature recording and one of Motown’s earliest number-one 
pop hits. The narrator refuses to let money, appearance or other men weaken her loyalty. 
Robinson wrote from a woman’s perspective without treating the voice as a joke or an 
imitation. His ability to enter different viewpoints helped Motown artists sound distinct 
even when he contributed to several of them. The writer’s personality remained present 
without swallowing the performer. 

Marvin Gaye recorded Robinson compositions such as “Ain’t That Peculiar” and “I’ll Be 
Doggone.” Gaye’s voice carried greater physical force and gospel tension, so Robinson 
wrote material that allowed those qualities to emerge. “Ain’t That Peculiar” again 
examines contradiction: the worse the woman treats the narrator, the more his love 
appears to grow. The lyric recognizes emotional dependence without pretending it is 



healthy. Robinson repeatedly found music inside the distance between what people know 
and what they continue feeling. 

He also contributed to recordings by the Marvelettes, the Four Tops and other Motown 
artists. His total influence cannot be measured only through songs carrying his voice. A 
listener can move through a Motown collection and encounter Robinson’s writing, 
production or judgment repeatedly without realizing it. He helped build the company’s 
internal language. Romantic storytelling, memorable titles, conversational lyrics and 
disciplined song length became central to the Motown sound. 

Motown’s weekly quality-control meetings were demanding. New recordings were 
compared with successful records already competing in the market. A song was not 
approved merely because the artist had worked hard or the producer was important. The 
central question was whether someone with limited money would choose that record 
over the strongest alternatives in a store. This forced creators to separate emotional 
attachment from commercial effectiveness. 

The system borrowed some language and discipline from Detroit’s automobile industry, 
but music could not be assembled mechanically. Writers, musicians, singers, arrangers 
and producers brought individual imagination into the process. The Funk Brothers, 
Motown’s largely uncredited studio band, created much of the instrumental power 
beneath the singers. Robinson’s work depended on those musicians, just as their work 
depended on songs worth developing. Motown’s greatness came from organized 
collaboration. 

The company also prepared performers for the racial conditions they would encounter. 
Artists received coaching in movement, clothing, interviews and public behavior. This 
training helped them enter television programs and venues that had rarely presented 
young Black performers as polished stars. It was a business strategy designed to cross 
segregated markets. It also placed respectability pressure on Black artists, requiring 
them to appear exceptionally controlled before white audiences. 

Motown did not eliminate segregation, but its records entered homes that excluded Black 
people socially. White teenagers purchased music created by Black writers, musicians 
and singers even when their communities resisted integration. Love songs could cross a 
barrier that political speeches could not always cross immediately. That cultural 
movement did not replace civil-rights organizing. It changed the emotional environment 
within which the country was being challenged. 

Robinson’s work was rarely direct protest music. He concentrated on romance, intimacy 
and human behavior while artists such as Marvin Gaye later pushed Motown toward 
more openly political material. This did not make Robinson’s songs empty of racial 
importance. Presenting Black tenderness, elegance and emotional intelligence 
challenged a culture that regularly portrayed Black men as threatening or incapable of 



sensitivity. Sometimes humanity itself becomes political when society has denied it to a 
group. 

By the early 1970s, Robinson was exhausted from touring, recording, writing for other 
artists and working as a Motown executive. He decided to leave the Miracles in 1972 and 
concentrate on his family and company responsibilities. Farewell performances marked 
the end of an era, but the group did not disappear. Billy Griffin became the new lead 
singer, and the Miracles later achieved major success with “Love Machine.” Their 
continued success proved that the group contained an identity beyond Smokey. 

Robinson launched a solo career with the album Smokey in 1973. The transition was not 
immediately explosive because music had changed and audiences still associated him 
with the Miracles. He was now competing with younger artists and a harder, more 
experimental form of soul. Instead of attempting to overpower them, Robinson deepened 
the quiet, intimate quality that had always separated him. His mature voice became 
especially effective in late-night romantic music. 

The 1975 album A Quiet Storm became enormously influential even though it was not his 
largest-selling record. The title song created a smooth, slow atmosphere designed for 
intimacy rather than the dance floor. Radio programmer Melvin Lindsey later used “quiet 
storm” as the name for a late-night format centered on polished soul ballads. The term 
spread across American radio. An album title became the name of an entire style and 
listening environment. 

Quiet-storm radio provided a home for artists whose music sat between traditional soul 
and adult contemporary pop. The format later included performers such as Anita Baker, 
Luther Vandross, Sade and Freddie Jackson. Robinson did not personally invent 
everything those artists created. His album supplied language for an approach that radio 
programmers and later singers developed further. Cultural influence often works by 
giving people a name for something they already feel emerging. 

“Cruisin’,” released in 1979, restored Robinson to the top level of the charts. The song 
moves slowly without losing momentum, creating the feeling of an extended private 
journey. Its lyrics treat music, travel and romance as part of the same experience. 
Robinson was approaching forty, yet he did not pretend to be a teenage performer. He 
made maturity sound desirable. 

“Being with You” became another major hit in 1981. The narrator recognizes that loving 
someone may make him appear foolish, but he accepts the judgment. Robinson’s 
recurring subject had returned: knowledge does not automatically control attachment. 
The polished production placed his voice inside contemporary pop without erasing its 
identity. He remained recognizable across changing musical decades. 

Public success concealed a serious cocaine addiction during the 1980s. Robinson later 
described using drugs heavily and watching his health, appearance and personal 



reliability deteriorate. Addiction did not care that he was a Motown executive, successful 
songwriter or respected family man. The drug gradually reorganized his priorities around 
obtaining and using it. Professional achievement provided no automatic protection 
against dependency. 

He has described reaching a turning point after entering a church and experiencing a 
spiritual awakening. Robinson stopped using cocaine and spoke openly about faith and 
recovery. Recovery should not be reduced to a single dramatic moment because 
remaining sober requires continued decisions and support. His church experience gave 
him a foundation strong enough to begin that work. He later used his public position to 
discuss addiction without presenting it as glamorous. 

The end of his marriage to Claudette was connected to more than addiction. Robinson 
had been unfaithful and fathered a son, Trey, outside the marriage. He and Claudette 
already had two children, Berry and Tamla, whose names reflected the family’s 
relationship with Berry Gordy and Motown. The marriage ended in divorce in 1986. 
Robinson’s ability to write faithfully about love did not mean he always practiced that 
faithfulness privately. 

This difference between art and behavior deserves attention. A person can understand 
tenderness deeply enough to write beautiful songs while still hurting the people nearby. 
Artistic insight is not the same as moral discipline. The songs may express what the 
writer values, regrets, desires or repeatedly fails to maintain. Robinson’s music should 
not be treated as proof that his private relationships were as gentle as his voice. 

His career revived again during the late 1980s. “Just to See Her” brought him his first 
competitive Grammy Award, while “One Heartbeat” became another major hit. It is 
surprising that a writer connected to so many classic recordings had waited so long for a 
competitive Grammy win. Awards often lag behind actual influence. Robinson’s place in 
music had been established before the institution fully recognized it. 

Motown was sold to MCA and an investment company in 1988, ending the independent 
era Berry Gordy had begun. Robinson left his executive position after spending decades 
near the center of the company. The sale represented more than a business transaction. 
A Black-owned label built in Detroit had become valuable enough for a major corporation 
to purchase. That success created wealth and global influence, but it also moved control 
away from the environment that had created the company. 

Robinson was inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame in 1987. The original 
induction honored him individually while failing to include the Miracles, which created 
justified resentment. The songs had not been made by a lead singer alone. The Hall 
eventually inducted the Miracles in 2012, correcting part of the omission. Delayed 
recognition could not restore the years in which the group’s members watched their 
work celebrated mainly under Smokey’s name. 



He received the National Medal of Arts, Kennedy Center Honors and the Library of 
Congress Gershwin Prize for Popular Song. The Gershwin Prize recognized his ability to 
create songs that became part of American memory. In 2023, he and Berry Gordy were 
jointly honored as MusiCares Persons of the Year. Their shared recognition reflected how 
closely their careers had shaped one another. Gordy built the company, while Robinson 
supplied early hits, creative judgment and long-term loyalty. 

Robinson continued recording and performing into his eighties. His 2023 album Gasms 
attracted attention for its openly sensual title and material. Some people laughed at the 
idea of an older man singing about sexuality, revealing the cultural assumption that 
desire belongs only to the young. Robinson refused to present aging as emotional 
disappearance. His 2025 album What the World Needs Now moved toward inspirational 
covers and songs centered on love, gratitude and hope. 

His later public record also contains serious unresolved allegations. In May 2025, four 
former housekeepers filed a civil lawsuit accusing Robinson of repeated rape and sexual 
assault between 2007 and 2024, along with labor violations involving Robinson and his 
wife, Frances. Two additional former employees, a man and a woman, later sought to add 
sexual-battery allegations to the case. Robinson has denied the accusations, described 
them as financially motivated and filed a defamation counterclaim. The civil case remains 
unresolved, with a trial scheduled for 2027, and no court has yet determined the truth of 
the allegations. 

Law-enforcement authorities also opened a criminal investigation after reports were filed. 
A criminal investigation is not a conviction, just as a civil complaint is not proof by itself. 
The accusations must not be presented as established fact, but they also should not be 
dismissed because the accused person is famous or artistically important. Robinson’s 
representatives are entitled to challenge the evidence, and the accusers are entitled to 
have their claims examined seriously. The legal system has not completed that 
examination. 

The allegations create a difficult but necessary separation between cultural legacy and 
personal judgment. “My Girl,” “The Tracks of My Tears” and “Ooo Baby Baby” remain 
historically important recordings regardless of what a future court decides. That does not 
mean artistic greatness would excuse criminal or abusive behavior if proven. Music 
history can preserve achievement while the legal and moral record remains open to 
evidence. Erasing either side would produce an incomplete account. 

Robinson’s songwriting deserves study because he understood compression. A song 
lasting a few minutes has little room for unnecessary explanation. He introduced the 
emotional conflict quickly, gave it a memorable phrase and built toward a chorus the 
listener could remember after one hearing. The language sounded ordinary enough to be 
spoken but precise enough to survive repeated listening. He wrote for the ear rather than 
trying to make lyrics impressive on a page. 



His titles often carried the complete emotional center of the song. “Shop Around,” “My 
Guy,” “Get Ready,” “I Second That Emotion” and “The Tracks of My Tears” are not 
random labels placed on finished recordings. Each title provides the idea around which 
the verses move. The listener knows what emotional destination is approaching. Strong 
structure allows the song to feel inevitable without becoming predictable. 

He also understood collaboration. Marv Tarplin’s guitar ideas, Pete Moore’s writing, 
Ronnie White’s contributions, the Miracles’ harmonies and the Funk Brothers’ 
performances were not decorations added after Robinson created everything. They 
shaped the records themselves. Robinson’s ability to recognize and organize those 
contributions was part of his talent. Leadership in music involves knowing when another 
person has supplied the missing piece. 

His position at Motown gave him a wider influence than an ordinary singer-songwriter. He 
could write a hit in the morning, produce another artist, evaluate new recordings and 
advise Berry Gordy about the company’s direction. That combination made him part 
artist and part institution-builder. The Rock and Roll Hall of Fame has described him as 
second only to Gordy among the central figures who built Motown. His fingerprints 
remained on songs he never performed publicly. 

Motown changed the economic meaning of Black popular music. Black artists had 
created foundational American styles for generations while white-controlled companies 
often captured the largest profits. Motown did not solve that problem, and its artists still 
experienced disputes over contracts, royalties and control. It nevertheless demonstrated 
that a Black-owned company could create, package and distribute music at the highest 
commercial level. Robinson helped provide the songs that made the proof impossible to 
ignore. 

His career reached from doo-wop and early rhythm and blues into soul, pop, quiet storm 
and adult contemporary music. Few writers remained relevant across so many changes 
without abandoning their central voice. Robinson did not chase every trend. He kept 
returning to emotional contradiction, memorable language and gentle delivery. The 
production changed while the human problem remained familiar. 

Smokey Robinson’s importance cannot be reduced to the softness of his voice. He 
helped finance Motown’s future through early hits, strengthened its creative system, 
developed material for other stars and widened the emotional range available to Black 
male singers. He showed that tenderness could carry authority and that commercial 
music did not have to be emotionally empty. His songs entered weddings, breakups, 
radio programs and family memories far beyond Detroit. 

The complete man is more complicated than the sound. He survived poverty, his 
mother’s death, addiction and professional pressure, but he also caused pain through 
infidelity and now faces grave allegations that remain unresolved. Respecting the music 
does not require protecting the person from scrutiny. Condemning possible wrongdoing 



does not require pretending the songs never shaped American culture. Honest learning 
leaves room for achievement, damage, accusation, defense and evidence to exist without 
forcing them into one comfortable story. 

 


