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“…who was strictly from commercial…”

· from “Nanook Rubs It”, by Frank Zappa, author of the album, “We’re Only In It For The Money”

“…I think you ought to know

That copy cats just don't last long

And they'll soon have to go”

From “Copy Cat”, the last top 100 hit for Gary “U.S.” Bonds in the 1960s

To Kief, who taught Maury Povich in nursery school, who wrote her heart out for literary clubs, family and party skits and amateur variety fundraiser shows, but who died before she had the chance to work a real writing job.  Mom, this one’s for you.
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PREFACE

Who Was That Mann?


It was going to be the greatest day of my life.


The year was 1977.  I had been married for about a year, and we were living in Philadelphia, hometown of American Bandstand, Cameo-Parkway Records, and my wife.  Her father was quite aware of my interest in rock & roll, and he had been a childhood acquaintance of one of the pioneers of the original “Philadelphia sound”, Kal Mann.


Kal had been a founder/part-owner of Cameo-Parkway.  He was the co-writer or producer of numerous hits by Chubby Checker, Bobby Rydell, Dee Dee Sharp, The Orlons, The Dovells and other acts that came out of Philly in the early 1960s.


My father-in-law arranged for us to visit Kal one Sunday at Mann’s country home.  I was so excited!  I had never met anyone from rock’s golden era.  I had a million questions to ask this icon of top 40 music.  Being a sixties music nut, both as a listener and musician, this would be a truly momentous occasion for me.


When we arrived at the residence in rural Burchrunville, PA, I had to chuckle at the three names on the mailbox.  There was Kal Mann, but also Kalman Cohen (his real name) and Esther Cohen (his wife).  Esther greeted us, and told us to look for Kal in his studio out back.  My heart was pounding as we walked across the massive acreage of the farm-like compound, towards the separate studio building.  My excitement doubled when I was finally introduced to this behind-the-scenes giant of rock & roll.


Kal was working in the studio with a modern jazz pianist named Jim Friedman, producing some of Jim’s songs for his latest album.  While Kal and Jim talked, I looked around the walls of the room.  They were lined with clippings about Kal and his 1960s work.  There were framed records, including “Let’s Twist Again”, one of his most famous songs as a writer and publisher.  When he would stop talking to Friedman, I would start to ask Mann about some of these hits.  But he essentially ignored me.  Based on what happened after that, I’m glad I dropped my going-in plan to greet him with one of his classic lyric lines, “Every day’s a holiday!” (to see if he’d respond, “And every night is Saturday night!”).  

After Jim left, Kal played a couple of records by some new artists he was touting.  When I commented that one sounded like Little Anthony and that the other was a dead ringer for Dee Clark, I could tell from Mann’s reaction that this was not what he wanted to hear.


We ate lunch, at Kal’s country club, yet.  Throughout the meal, I tried to turn the conversation to the Cameo-Parkway days.  It became very apparent very quickly that this was not what he wanted to talk about.  He wanted to talk about his golf game.  He wanted to talk about the play he was directing at nearby West Chester State College.  He wanted to talk about his daughter in Alaska.  He wanted to talk about jazz and instrumental musicians of the late 1970s.  


It reached the point where the only way Kal Mann would talk to me was when I lied and told him I was interested in modern jazz.  It didn’t get any rise out of him at all when I said I was obsessed with early 1960s music; in fact, it went in one ear and out the other.  He refused to answer my question on how all those new dances introduced on Cameo-Parkway hits were conceived.  He obviously had had a hand in the Pony, the Fly, the Mashed Potato, the Watusi.  Why wasn’t he responding?


He didn’t choose to tell me who played lead sax on “You Can’t Sit Down”.  He didn’t even say thanks when I complimented the excellent bass lines on his label’s hits, with a particular nod toward the bottom on “Crossfire!”  I had been dying to ask the logical follow-up question as to why, then, was there no bass on “The Bristol Stomp”, but Kal’s attitude obviated that query.  He also ducked my rather challenging question on who he felt was a better singer among the teen idols—Bobby Rydell, Frankie Avalon or Paul Anka.  He just didn’t seem to want to offer any acknowledgement of his past.


You see, Kal Mann fancied himself a legitimate musician and writer. He seemed genuinely embarrassed about having played such a big part (or any part) in what some feel is rock history’s lowest point—the exploitation of teens through rapidly-released, sound-alike, dance-oriented hits that in retrospect could have been written by anyone.  Starting some 20 years before our meeting, Kalman Cohen had made a ton of money doing this, and now he was ashamed to talk about it—even to a major fan like me.  Some 20 years after that day, when I finally heard a compilation of his songs, together for the first time, it hit me again and helped inspire this book.


When we left this legend’s home, all I had to show for my visit was a free copy of Jim Friedman’s first album, produced by Kal Mann.  


It was the biggest disappointment of my life.
NOTE TO READERS



This book has been my dream for a long time.  And it took a very long time to write.  Its ideas, big and small, have been bouncing around in my head since I started listening to the radio regularly in the early 1960s.  It basically wrote itself, as the concepts and memories came pouring out from my cluttered brain onto my laptop (very few citings/references from other sources here—I always hated doing footnotes and bibliographies in school!).    


But before I even start, I want to apologize to my readers for, well, what I’ve already done four times in this sentence—using the personal pronoun too much.  I (there I go again!) can’t help it—this is all so personal to me, as top 40 radio was such a huge part of my life growing up, and continues to be as I listen virtually only to oldies, collect and devour books on rock & roll music history, and play/sing in 1950s-1960s musical acts.  


I may or may not have been the inventor of the theory behind Strictly Commercial, but I am proud to bring it to you, even if it means expressing my personal opinions to a point bordering on obnoxiousness.  I’m sorry for all the personalization.  It just means that much to me.  I will not, however, apologize for all the sarcasm you’re about to read.  That’s my personality, and it’s just the way I feel about all this strictly commercialism.


One more thing:  When I started writing this in the late 1990s, the internet was relatively young; I don’t think the concept of downloading music even existed; and YouTube certainly wasn’t even a gleam in anyone’s eye.  Now it is ubiquitous.  So as you read about all these songs I praise or make fun of, some relatively obscure or with which you’re not familiar, I encourage you to find them on YouTube and give a listen.  Please consider this a multi-media experience.
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


Like trying to define exactly when rock & roll music started or what was the first rock & roll song, I’m not sure exactly when this book went from a smoldering afterthought to a genuine idea.  I have been listening to and obsessed with this music since I was six years old.  From the time that the first rock history books came out in the late 1960s (led by Lilian Roxon’s Rock Encyclopedia, the first of hundreds of rock books I own), I have thought about someday writing one of my own.  I can now identify two events, ten years apart, which stand out above all others in their influence.  


I don’t recall specifically how it happened, but in late 1987 someone from the private Seven Hills High School in Cincinnati phoned and asked if I’d like to teach a “mini-course” on the history of rock & roll.  I had a limited connection with the institution, having attended Seven Hills’ “sister” elementary school, Lotspeich School, for fourth through sixth grades, from 1961 through 1964 (coincidentally or otherwise, my favorite years of top 40 music).  Whoever called me somehow knew that I played in a rock oldies band, but wasn’t aware of my hidden desire to teach precisely the course she was suggesting.  All right—I had envisioned a full semester curriculum at the college level, but, hey, you have to start somewhere!


So in early 1988, I put together a four-week, six-hour course called The History of Rock & Roll.  I had no idea what I was doing.  I had never taught anything—never even been in a classroom since graduating from college 14 years earlier.  I wasn’t sure I could fit all the years of rock history into four 90-minute classes.  But somehow I scraped together the material in the form of handwritten lecture notes and crudely-copied audio cassette and VHS video tapes (remember, there was no internet or YouTube then).  


A “theme” for the course (and this book), the theory of commercialism of rock & roll, emerged almost accidentally from this curriculum.  This is covered in more detail in the INTRODUCTION section to follow.  Thank you, Seven Hills, for the seed of an idea and for book inspiration number one.


A decade later, in the summer of 1998, a long awaited CD release occurred—sort of.  For years, there had never been any collection of all the big hits originally issued on the Cameo-Parkway record labels.  Apparently, this had something to do with Allen Klein, the former Beatles’ and Rolling Stones’ attorney/manager.  Klein eventually became an owner of what was left of the Philadelphia record company (or at least had the rights to its records), long after its glory years of the 1960s.  He allegedly didn’t want to share the profits with others associated with all the songs, so the official release of any Cameo-Parkway greatest hits CD stalled.


Ah, but there are bootlegs!  At least that’s what I think I received when I ordered a compilation from an oldies catalog housed somewhere just outside Philadelphia.  I was pleasantly surprised to see listed a two-CD set of 60 of Cameo-Parkway’s best, and paid top dollar, thinking it was the real thing.  I was unpleasantly surprised when the shipment arrived—an exercise in plain-brown-wrapper marketing.  Okay, the CDs’ cover inserts are orange, not brown, but they just miss if trying to mimic the exact orange color on a Cameo or Parkway 45 RPM record.


The orange paper is thin, has no folds unlike most CD liner notes, and screams “cheap, cheap, cheap!”  Only the front of the paper has printing:  “Cameo-Parkway Volume 1 (or 2)…When Philadelphia was the center of the musical universe”.  The font clearly indicates a quick personal computer printing job.  I was frankly amazed to find no writing in Japanese!


A similar orange sliver adorns the back cover.  On it are listed 30 songs and artists for each volume.  Virtually all the biggest (and smallest) hits are there—everything from Chubby Checker’s “The Twist” to Candy & The Kisses’ “The 81”.  There are no writer or publisher credits or even song lengths, unlike on other albums.  


The CDs themselves give away the bootleg nature of the albums.  They are gold-ish in color, and the only writing is in what looks like a black Sharpie pen:  “Cameo-Parkway Vol. 1 (or 2)”.  There are no other markings on the CDs.


When you hear the tracks, their underground characteristics abound.  While they sound like they are taken from the original single releases (as opposed to out-takes or alternate versions as on so many oldies CDs), the audio quality is inconsistent and, for the most part, mushy.  Some songs have too much bass, others have too much treble.  Some appear cut off at the end, others at the start.  But the music is virtually complete, and it sounded great to hear all the old Philly hits together in one place.  


As I listened for the first time, I was struck by more than one recurring theme.  First, a lot of these songs sound the same as each other—worse even than other sound-alike hits and follow-ups of the fifties and sixties.  But even more unique to Cameo-Parkway, many of the songs’ lyrics mention the title of at least one other earlier Cameo-Parkway (or other recent hit) release.  True, many of them refer to various dances of the 1960s, most of which were introduced on this label, but there are other references as well.  It suddenly hit me that this was the ultimate in commercialism—part of the same theory I had espoused ten years earlier in my rock history class.   


I will cover this in more detail as well, in a whole, very long chapter dedicated to the Cameo-Parkway label.  But thank you, Mr. or Ms. Bootlegger, whoever you might be, for providing inspiration number two.


There are many others I would like to thank for their parts in influencing and inspiring me, my love of old rock & roll music, and this book:

· Dr. Al Brown (long deceased), who operated on my left eye muscle in August of 1958, when I was six years old.  It was during this stint in Children’s Hospital in Cincinnati that I started listening to top 40 radio.  I can still hear “Poor Little Fool” like it was yesterday (my first encounter with “Time and Place Theory”, a big part of this book).  Oh, yeah, Dr. Brown fixed my eyesight.  And thanks, Mom, for bringing that Westinghouse table radio to my hospital room (and for letting me use it during recovery at home, when I guess I was unable to watch TV).  

· WSAI-AM in Cincinnati (and its predecessors and successors:  WCPO, WUBE and WEBN-FM).  After that fateful hospital visit in 1958, I never stopped listening to top 40 radio—that is, until underground FM made the scene in 1967.  

· W. Emerson “Dusty” Rhodes, one of the original WSAI “Good Guys” and still on the air in Cincinnati some 50 years later.  A stock broker, politician (conservative Democrat—is that an oxymoron or what?), and top 40 disc jockey extraordinaire.  As far as I know, I’m one of only two “civilians” ever to be permitted to co-host Dusty’s Sunday night oldies show, and I thank him for that and for 4+ decades of hits and info.  The chapter on sound-alike follow-ups later in this book is essentially a show I programmed for “The King of Queen City Radio”.

· Doug Cole, whom I’ve only seen a few times in the last 40+ years, but who was a tremendous influence on my “wonder years”.  Doug and I went to summer camp together in Wisconsin, and he was not only the world’s greatest Jewish athlete (another oxymoron), he was the first person I ever knew who had an electric guitar.  Due to his (or more likely his guitar’s) effect on me, I began playing in 1964, along with every other seventh grader.  Almost 50 years later, I think I’m the only one left still playing.

· Paul Simons—that’s with an “s” on the end, not as in “…and Garfunkel”.  Paul was my first and only guitar teacher, so he shares some of the blame for all this.

· Ben Sandmel, the first drummer I ever played with, and a life-long friend (except for the brief period after he put gum in my hair in retaliation for kicking him out of our band, The Henchmen, in the ninth grade).  Unlike me (who can only live the fantasy while working my other job), Ben is a real writer and a real musician in New Orleans today.  He has authored numerous CD liner notes, a book on Zydeco music and one on Ernie K-Doe.  He managed, produced and drummed for Grammy Award nominees, The Hackberry Ramblers, wherein he was 20 years younger than the next oldest member and 40 years younger than the oldest.  


Ben was there when I had the transistor radio attached to my ear in our youth.  He had the balls to send a ratty reel-to-reel tape of our poorly-recorded and even more poorly written and performed original song, “It’s All Your Fault”, to Dusty Rhodes in 1965 (as if it would get airplay).  He indulges me by asking my help on facts for liner notes and then sometimes includes me in the credits.  And, he helped me figure out how to get this book published(?).  Our Sunday School nemesis, “Bucky” Folb, would be proud of us, I’m sure.

· The University of Pennsylvania and the city of Philadelphia, which brought me my degree, my wife, WCAU-FM Oldies 98 from which I learned about the music I’d missed growing up, two outstanding college courses (History 574/History of Film, and Folklore 515/Jazz and Blues, both of whose curricula found their way into this book), and my first real oldies band, 8th Street Music (with a former member of Billy & The Essentials singing bass, yet).  By the time I left Penn, I was so nuts on the subject of oldies, I had hundreds of hours of reel-to-reel tapes of WCAU’s automated programming, which I then painstakingly edited down into tapes by year.  I wish I could have foreseen the advent of CDs, MP3s and Napster—it would have saved me a lot of time!
· My band, The 4 Hubcaps (all 9 of them).  Let’s start with Pete  Heimlich turning me onto the Increase Records’ Cruisin’ series of 1950s-1960s radio show albums in 1970.  I’ve been playing good old rock & roll with Barry Wagner and David “Tyke” Stonehill since 1971.  Dave Goodman added the ultimate instrument, the baritone sax, in 1983.  Rod Kaplan, Rusty Lyndon and Oscar Jarnicki entered in the late 1980s and 1990s, and my own son is now an official Hubcap when he’s around.  We love playing too loud and taking requests at rich people’s parties more than, well, anything.  Thanks, guys (and gal).

· The NTT (Name That Tune) gang from America Online, who, starting in the mid-1990s, rejuvenated my brain as it relates to top 40 music from 1955 through 1969, with twice-weekly national trivia games.  The culprits include those who went under the screen names of SLK47, BaggyGuy, Yankee37, Mfs111, Tamallen, UCLAGrad83, and the ultimate inspiration, Childof60s (who has written a book of her own, an oldies trivia quiz based on the SAT test, on which my helping her caused me to get off my butt and start writing my own book—thanks, Barb!).

· Bowzer, formerly of Sha Na Na (AKA Jon Bauman), who has booked The 4 Hubcaps to back his late 1990s act when he’s nearby, who is an absolute mensch to work with, and who helped me figure out how to publish this book(?).
· Dave Appell and Lynne Lowe Jacobus, invaluable for their personal phone interviews regarding the history of Cameo-Parkway Records (also e-mails with former Cameo-Parkway secretary Gloria Burk Lanzalone).
· Suzanne Louis Arnold, my musical partner since 2010 in our acoustic duo called “Stuck In The 60s”.  Suzanne is a true inspiration, the only other person I have ever met who knows all these obscure 1960s songs (she must have had the same transistor radio attached to her ear in her youth).  As a result, she will probably be the first person I’ll have read the manuscript.  
She is the best harmony singer I have ever played with—the only one who can stay on a part, and although she primarily sang choral and Broadway-type music before we met, I’m proud to have helped make her into a great rock & roll singer.  She is Garfunkel to my Simon, Phil Everly to my Don, Paul McCartney to my John Lennon, Bobby Hatfield to my Bill Medley, Paula to my Paul—you get the picture—and Linda Ronstadt, Brenda Lee and Connie Francis all wrapped up in one!
· ______ and ____, who were also instrumental in getting Strictly Commercial published (?)  (Kathy Tirscheck?  Iris Pastor? Steve Propes? Rod McNealy? Nancy Grossman? Steve Rosen? Tony Schwartz? Cathy Hollander?)

· Last but not least (don’t all authors put them at the end?), my family:  My wife, Lisa West Fox, for putting up with me and my musical obsession all these years.  Her father, Bill West (R.I.P 2008), and mother, Ilsa West (R.I.P. 2011), for sending me every clipping even vaguely related to rock music and for introducing me to Kal Mann (so it didn’t work out—hey, it led to a book didn’t it?).  
My daughter, Jori, who was sung a different oldie every night of her young life (it would look dumb to do so now—she’s in her 30s), and whose high school senior year term paper on MTV was the basis for Chapter 18.  My son, Rick, who I think came out of the womb singing “Yakety Yak” (or was it “Chantilly Lace”?) and who now (he was in middle school as I wrote this) plays keyboards like the second coming of The Doors’ Ray Manzarek and Blood, Sweat & Tears’ Al Kooper.  Jori’s birth announcement was in the shape of a record—45 RPM, of course.  Rick’s name in utero was “Flip”, as in the flip side of a record.  And he helped write Chapters 19 and 20.

My sister, Sally Fox Korkin, who listened to the radio and collected 45s long before me, and had what may have been the first copy of “Meet The Beatles” in Cincinnati (would I know or care as much about older music were it not for a five-year-older sibling?).  
My mother, Marjorie Kiefer Fox (R.I.P. 1971), the English major and amateur writer to whom this project is dedicated.  
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INTRODUCTION


In 1988, as I sat down to write the notes to teach my History of Rock & Roll high school class, I was scrounging for a theme.  I knew I had four 90-minute sessions to teach, so I first tried to come up with some time period breaks that made sense.  That was relatively easy:  1950-1958, 1959-1963, 1964-1966, and 1967-1970.  

The first or last year of each cycle was a natural breaking point:  1958 is when Elvis went into the army, in 1964 The Beatles came to America, 1967 and its “summer of love” marked the advent of “album” rock, and 1970…well…that was when the sixties ended, when I finished high school and started college, and when I just felt good rock & roll music ended.    

I also came up with a “hook” for the four weeks of classes:  I would tie it all together by playing my acoustic guitar and singing appropriate verses of Don McLean’s “American Pie” at the start of each of the last three sessions.  This worked out well.  The 1959-1963 class started with the first two verses, ostensibly about the Buddy Holly plane crash and the fifties/early sixties stuff like dancing in the gym.  The 1964-1966 class began with the two stanzas about the “jester” (Bob Dylan), the “quartet/marching band” (Beatles), the Byrds, etc.  I led off the last class with the final two verses covering the “generation lost in space”, “Jack Flash” (Mick Jagger), and the “girl who sang the blues” (Janis Joplin).  It was perfect.


So now I had some glue, but the course still needed an overriding theme.  That’s when it hit me.  Each of those four periods had ended with some type of downfall of the great music from the few years before.  

When Elvis went into the army in 1958, it signaled the end of the first true rock & roll era.  What followed in the late fifties and very early sixties probably couldn’t even be classified as rock & roll.  It was mostly softer songs and a lot of ballads, by clean-cut boys who tried to look like Elvis even if they sounded nothing like him.  In 1963, after the rise of the girl groups and before The Beatles, the Kennedy assassination led to the lowest of the low in the feel of top 40 music, at least for the short-term (remember The Singing Nun?).  
By 1966, the “harder” rock acts of the early British Invasion had given way at the top of the charts to the wimpier groups like Freddie & The Dreamers, for God’s sake!  Then, in 1967, came FM “progressive” rock, but by 1970, The Beatles had broken up and soft-rock singer-songwriters were on the scene.  Once again, it was perfect.


During the History of Rock & Roll course, I tended to refer to this theme of musical ups and downs as “rock wimps out.”  Ten years later, with the help of the aforementioned Cameo-Parkway CD volumes, I see it a bit differently.  Yes, it was a type of cyclical downfall of rock & roll.  But it was caused, planned or otherwise, by the commercialism of the pop charts taking over for the art of the newly-invented musical form once called rhythm and blues.  
It was white over black.  It was teen idols over Elvis.  It was sweet singers over soulful shouters, orchestras over guitars.  It was Herman’s Hermits in suits over The Rolling Stones in jeans.  It was soft rock over hard rock.  It was record sales over musicianship.  It was strictly commercial.  (And my use of the word “over” doesn’t necessarily mean “better”—in fact, the opposite).


In thinking through this idea, it was hard to find exceptions to the rule.  Maybe The Beatles, Stones, Dylan and Paul Simon, in that they continued to progress in the artfulness of their music throughout the late 1960s (plus, no two Beatles songs sounded alike).  Even The Beach Boys qualify as rare innovators under that definition of musical progress, and maybe so does someone like Carole King, who, despite her 1970s soft rock genre, began as a girl group writer in the early 1960s and then advanced into album rock.  
But that’s about it.  This is because the whole history of rock & roll is fraught with musical styles and acts that went from innovative to commercial.  They essentially sold (or wimped) out!  And some of the once-greatest rockers were the biggest offenders.

Elvis Presley helped start it all in the early to mid-1950s.  But he never really came back to his rock roots once he began making those lousy movies with equally lousy sound tracks, except for a minor blip for his 1968 “comeback”.  After all, he ended up performing in white spangled jump suits with large diamond belts (which, unfortunately, is the way most people now remember him—fat too).  
By the mid-fifties, R & B was shoved aside by sanitized white cover versions of raunchy black music.  A bit later, more raucous acts like Elvis, Chuck Berry, Jerry Lee Lewis, Ray Charles, Fats Domino and Little Richard were replaced by a bunch of milquetoasts named Bobby (plus a few Jimmys and Johnnys).  Speaking of milk, throughout the 1960s, writers, producers and record companies would continually milk a successful hit song’s idea, chords, tune and words into one sound-alike follow-up after another, and/or launch a new artist by copying the sound of another popular song or group.

These were the precursors to the movie sequels that are so prevalent today, just without the Roman or Arabic numerals.  However, back in the 50s and 60s, there was a similar trend on the silver screen involving the rapid-fire release of “B” (or even “C”) movies that featured rock & roll acts, were essentially without plots, and were the first media to be described as “exploitative”. 

On the distaff side of rock & roll music, the Phil Spector wall of sound and the raw soul of early Motown gave way to the cleaner pop sounds of The Supremes.   After the British invaded, mid-sixties American garage bands made (brief) careers out of imitating their English heroes—all you had to do was sing badly like Mick (or Dylan)!  There was nothing original.


As the sixties ended, once-progressive, jazz-influenced, album-rock bands with horn sections, like Blood, Sweat and Tears and Chicago, turned into balladeers seeking only the top of the pop singles charts.  Today you find their hits (and those of other former rockers/innovators like Elton John) on “adult contemporary” radio stations played in dentists’ offices.  You can actually hear heavy metal anthems in “muzak” versions on elevators and in supermarkets!


In fact, by the 1980s, it became a challenge to distinguish among the different formats of FM radio stations.  FM started as the only outlet for album rock. Songs like the longer version of The Doors’ “Light My Fire” could not be played on AM radio due to its singles format (but its much shorter single version enabled progressive rock to go mainstream).  There were no commercials on FM rock stations, but only for a while.  As FM progressed, it became a targeted outlet for performers and (eventually and unfortunately) advertisers wishing to reach the avant garde music listener.  
Then things really changed.  Billy Joel was once heard only on acid rock stations.  Now he’s on every station.  Same with Elton John, The Beatles, Steve Miller, hell—even Lynyrd Skynyrd gets airplay on middle-of-the-road “soft rock” stations!  And despite The Beatles’ creativity, no one sold/wimped out more than Paul “Someone’s knocking at the door, somebody’s ringing the bell” McCartney in the 1970s and 1980s.


FM oldies stations abound (or at least used to), but they have become a joke to true fans.  They are barely rock & roll anymore, playing a limited selection of a couple hundred songs aimed at securing the listenership of female baby boomers, and now cover far more of the “soft rock” 1970s than the 1950s or even early 1960s.  Again, strictly commercial.  You have to go to the AM dial, ironically, to hear real oldies nowadays.  And those stations typically start out playing only (as they call it) “the first decade of rock and roll”, only to broaden the years (later, obviously) to reach a wider audience, or any audience.

Sure, we all grow up.  We mature into adults with responsibilities.  Many of the biggest freaks from my high school became very successful lawyers.  But who could have predicted Alice Cooper doing a commercial for Big Bertha golf clubs?  Or Alice along with Frank Zappa’s son, Dweezil, playing competitive golf in cable network VH1’s “Fairway To Heaven” tournament?  And speaking of VH1, what happened to MTV?


MTV used to be an underground-type music medium (don’t the letters stand for “Music Television”?).  By the late 1990s it was a haven for talk and game shows aimed at what we used to call teenyboppers, complete with ads for McDonald’s, face washes and condoms.  Again, more about this later, since MTV’s effect on one of the most important aspects of rock music, what I call “Time and Place Theory”, is worthy of its own chapter.


Rock has sold out, in every era of its history, from the 1950s through the 1990s and into the 21st century.  But it’s no different from other musical forms.  The history of jazz has the same types of examples of black innovators and white imitators.  The beat goes on.  I’m not necessarily saying it’s a bad beat.  It’s just a more commercial beat.

Chapter 1

In The Beginning, There Was Nothing But Black—Before The Rock Era

“Other guys imitate us, but we originals still the greatest”—The In Crowd—as  recorded by Dobie Gray, a #13 hit in 1965


Rock is certainly not the only form of music to endure commercialization.  What happened in rock & roll’s formative years of the 1950s was just the latest example of a trend that had occurred throughout the previous hundred years—white popularization of innovative black musicianship and entertainment.


To put some perspective on the whole theory behind Strictly Commercial, I need to espouse a key distinction of mine regarding music.  It’s this:  In music, you are basically either a musician or you are an entertainer.  Music innovators are, for the most part, musicians.  Their imitators tend to be entertainers.  Oftentimes, musicians evolve into entertainers over the course of their careers.  Those who cover both bases are few and far between.  Jimi Hendrix was one.  By comparison, Eric Clapton started out as a musician and became an entertainer.  Not equating myself with Clapton, but so did I.  In high school and college I was a hotshot lead electric guitarist.  Now I mostly play and sing with an acoustic guitar, and it’s oldies—what the public wants to hear.  And no one ever goes from being an entertainer to being a musician.

Musicians (at least initially) perform more for their own enjoyment, for that of fellow musicians, perhaps for true music connoisseurs in the audience, but for the artistic value and not necessarily for the money.  Most entertainers take what they learned from the musicians who preceded them, copy it, embellish it, and make it into a more popular form of music that happens to make money.  Some entertainers do this with the specific goal of making money.  Historically, the musical innovators have been black.  Their commercializing, entertaining imitators have been white. 


It started way back in the minstrel shows during the second half of the 1800s.  African-Americans were talented singers and dancers, even comedians.  We all know what happened next.  By the early 1900s the most popular entertainers in the U. S. were Caucasian minstrel and, later, vaudeville acts who performed in blackface.  The white audiences (and even the black audiences) loved them.  Bert Williams was the black innovator.  Al Jolson, Ted Lewis and Eddie Cantor were among the white imitators.  Williams himself even darkened his face with cork and whitened his lips to broaden his popularity with white audiences.  

Then there was tap dancing.  As an entertainment vehicle, tap dancing started in the South and in Harlem, with blacks performing for the entertainment of other blacks.  Arguably the greatest tap dancer of them all was Bill Robinson, whom rock era fans know from the Jerry Jeff Walker song (later covered by The Nitty Gritty Dirt Band), “Mr. Bojangles.”  Robinson’s real story could possibly be considered sadder than the song’s myth about the old man dancing around his prison cell.  

Once he became popular, “Bojangles” was promised a career in the movies.  He expected to secure leading roles dancing his way across the silver screen into major stardom.  It never happened.  Robinson’s white imitators became the big Hollywood stars.  Fred Astaire and Gene Kelly landed the elegant, major dancing roles, but where was “Bojangles”?  He was playing second fiddle (or third, or lower) to America’s biggest star of the 1930s, Shirley Temple—a white kid.  Sure, Robinson was still tap dancing, and he was on the big screen.  But he was doing so while carrying a tray down the mansion steps of Shirley’s character’s parents’ house, as a singin’ and a-shufflin’ butler in the type of Uncle Tom role that, along with train conductor and Pullman porter, was about the only film outlet available to blacks before the 1960s.  

Astaire and Kelly were the song-and-dance celebrities.  It would be decades before Sidney Poitier would be a lead actor, and dancing blacks like Sammy Davis, Jr. and Gregory Hines would achieve principal roles on Broadway and in the movies.  Bill Robinson’s legacy would be as a bit player in tinseltown—not as the first, greatest, and most creative dancer of the twentieth century.  
Today he would be shocked to find that black rap music artists and writers like Jay-Z, comedians like Chris Rock, and actors like Will Smith, are more popular and make tens of millions of dollars a year—just as much if not more popularity and wealth—compared to their white music and movie counterparts.  On the other hand, “Bojangles” would understand how the white guy Jim Carrey became the biggest star to come out of the otherwise-black TV show, In Living Color.

Rock music is acknowledged as the unlikely amalgamation of two extremely diverse musical styles—country & western, and rhythm & blues.  These genres came from different parts of the southern United States and different types (and races) of artists, to merge and become most responsible for the formation of rock & roll.  But jazz is just as important in the foundation of rock, if only in setting the stage for the way this new music developed in the 1950s—from black trendsetters to white popularizers.

Jazz itself was a combination of musical forms that preceded it, including ragtime, marches, gospel and popular ballads.  The evolution from ragtime to marches is another early example of a black innovator (Scott Joplin on the piano) and a white popularizer (John Phillip Sousa and his brass band).  Like rock & roll, jazz wasn’t invented, it evolved. Unlike rock, jazz is a bit more specific in pinpointing its origin, with New Orleans and that city’s musicians typically being given most of the credit (and which, to this day, remains permanently embedded in a musical term, “Dixieland”).

Jazz is said to have been invented in New Orleans by black innovators such as Jelly Roll Morton, King Oliver, and Oliver’s protégé, Louis Armstrong.  Armstrong, like Elvis Presley after him, was one of those musicians-turned-entertainers.  As a trumpeter, he was probably the greatest musical innovator ever—the first real improvisational soloist in any form of music (and, some still say, the best).  Playing never deviated from the sheet music until “Satchmo” came along.  He took the chord changes and made up his own tune, and he played it differently each time.  Today’s rock soloists, if they cared about the history of jazz and other types of music, might be incredulous to learn that solos never varied from the written melody prior to the 1920s.  

Yes, Louis Armstrong was the early-day predecessor of all great musical soloists—the grandfather of every lead guitar idol who ever took off on a five-minute fuzz-toned run up and down the fretboard.  Yet, at best, Armstrong is taken for granted by everyone but the most ardent jazz purists.  Why?  Because in later life, when he lost his “chops” or “lip”—i.e., the ability to hit the high notes, he left his jazz roots behind (along with his trumpet) and became a pop singer.  He went strictly commercial.  

Say “Louis Armstrong” to any American today, and the first thing you’ll hear back is, “Hello Dolly.”  The single greatest instrumentalist of our time, a genius of a black innovator, is now best known for entertaining whites by singing a Broadway song in an Uncle Tom style, while wiping his face with a handkerchief.  Old “Pops” sold out.

In the 1920s, jazz (and Armstrong) moved north, to Chicago, New York and other more industrial cities.  In doing so, this music became a microcosm of American racial culture in terms of the black migration from the farming South to the factories in places like Chicago, Detroit, Cincinnati and Philadelphia (and this geographic and demographic movement escalated concurrently with rock & roll’s evolution after World War II).  The aforementioned vaudeville stars like Al Jolson picked up on jazz and incorporated it into their acts.  Other northerners took this hot, new music and embellished it to become both innovators and popularizers.  And the theme of whites imitating blacks abounded.

There was Bix Beiderbecke, from Davenport, Iowa.  Some say he followed Louis Armstrong (he did, literally, in the chronological sense).  Others say his improvisational trumpet solos evolved naturally, coincidentally and independently of “Satchmo”.  But even Bix sold out, joining the Paul Whiteman Orchestra in the late 1920s, playing what I so dearly refer to as “cartoon music”.  This is that saxophone-rich, tinny-sounding ensemble stuff that plays in the background of the early sound cartoons (many with racist overtones) presented on the kiddy TV shows of my youth.  Perhaps fortunately, Bix died young, before any of his true jazz fans had to be subjected to whatever commercialism might have been destined next for him.

Others who took Armstrong’s ideas further, and larger, included black orchestra leaders Duke Ellington out of Washington D. C. and New York, and Count Basie from Kansas City.  These innovators played exciting music but did not capitalize (literally) on the excitement of big band music to the extent that their contemporary and white imitator did—Mr. Benny Goodman of Chicago.  Clarinetist Goodman took the Ellington jazz-orchestra-with-arrangements concept, added to it the Armstrong improvisational angle, and came up with the most popular form of music in the late 1930s and early 1940s—swing.  And the “s” in swing might as well have been a $ for Benny, the acclaimed “King of Swing” and the first jazz musician to be a huge commercial success.

But before we place Benny Goodman in the same wimpy white 1950s-1960s category as, say, Pat Boone or Peter Noone, he needs to be acknowledged as an innovator as well as a popularizer, especially for his contribution to the mixing of the races in music.  Goodman’s big band arrangements were from the pen of a black man, Fletcher Henderson.  Goodman’s orchestra was among the first to include both Caucasians and Negroes (Armstrong’s, Ellington’s and Basie’s had been all black, Whiteman’s and others’ all white).  But Benny’s real gift to racial harmony came in his smaller “spin-off” groups, The Goodman Trio, Quartet and Sextet.

Rock music now has its “family trees”, with bands’ overlapping members allowing fans to move in a six-degrees-of-Kevin-Bacon-like fashion through Buffalo Springfield and the Byrds to Crosby, Stills & Nash and Poco, to Kenny Loggins (who, coincidentally, did the theme to Bacon’s movie, “Footloose”).  There are loads of these rock group evolutions that can be generated starting with acts like The Yardbirds and ending up with who-knows-whom in the 1990s.  There were also rock band “spin-off” groups, like Hot Tuna as a tangent to Jefferson Airplane, The New Riders of the Purple Sage from The Grateful Dead, and The Plastic Ono Band coming out of The Beatles.  But this concept began with Benny Goodman.

Inspired by the analogy of what chamber music is to a symphony, Goodman first devised the smaller group idea as a means of spelling his full orchestra while still providing live music for the audience during breaks.  So Benny, pianist Teddy Wilson (who was black and at first not even a member of Goodman’s full orchestra) and drummer Gene Krupa played swing tunes and some ballads, at a softer but still lively pace, while the rest of the band took five (or more like 15 or 20).  

The crowds liked the trio so much, they demanded more, which Goodman provided by expanding the group to four and then to five and finally six (including the addition of vibraphonist Lionel Hampton and pioneer electric guitarist Charlie Christian—both black).  Suddenly there was this noticeably integrated band playing hot jazz, and not only didn’t the white listeners care about the concept of mixed races, they loved it!

Benny Goodman’s success led others into the big band swell, including Artie Shaw, Glenn Miller, and Jimmy and Tommy Dorsey (whose band, in turn, begot other stars like Harry James and, of course, Frank Sinatra).  These groups were commercial smashes and mostly if not all Caucasian, thus continuing the trend that began with the minstrel shows.  Their leaders (and singers) made lots of money and achieved lots of fame, while the Fletcher Hendersons of the world took a back seat, not unlike on pre-Rosa Parks/Martin Luther King busses.

One of the most intriguing examples of a black jazz innovator lacking great popularity as a musician compared to a more mainstream singer/ entertainer winning over the mass (i.e., white) audience involves one and the same person—Nat Cole.  Cole began his career as a pianist, with a style not unlike acknowledged innovator Art Tatum and even bordering on the beginnings of modern jazz that evolved throughout the 1940s.  His King Cole Trio, with guitarist Oscar Moore, made some of the most original records of their era.  Writers Jim Dawson and Steve Propes, in their book What Was The First Rock & Roll Record?, even credit Cole with participation in what could be the first rock & roll song.  This (the oldest entry in the book) was a recorded-live jam called “Blues, Part II” from the Jazz at the Philharmonic concert series in L.A. in 1942.  It featured Cole and guitarist Les Paul, among others, performing under pseudonyms to avoid legal problems with their record companies.

Yet it wasn’t until Nat Cole evolved into a middle-of-the-road singer (truly accidentally, as the legend goes) that he became popular—that is, commercially successful.  By the 1960s, when Cole was scoring with cross-over hits on top 40 radio like the country-based “Rambling Rose” and the German-beer-garden-reminiscent “Those Lazy, Hazy, Crazy Days of Summer”, no one in the baby boom generation could have imagined him ever to have been a non-singing jazz pianist whom other top musicians once respected as an innovative equal.  Did Nat “King” Cole sell out?  Maybe so, but he truly did have that rare talent, to be both a musician and, later, an entertainer, using two different vehicles to do so.

Cole’s sometimes jam partner, Les Paul, is another example of a musician who turned into an entertainer, all by himself.  Talk about innovation—Lester Polfus virtually invented two of the most important facets of rock & roll:  the electric guitar and overdubbing.  And my, my, how that red-haired boy from Wisconsin could play!  But while Paul was never a big commercial success as a jazz guitarist, he became hugely popular when he sold out to the popular music powers, along with his wife Mary Ford.  Their multi-tracked guitars and vocals on such square tunes (for the evolving rock & roll 1950s) as “How High the Moon”, “The World is Waiting For the Sunrise”, and even “Tiger Rag” brings this whole discussion of jazz full circle, back to Jelly Roll Morton.

As all of this imitators-copying-inventors and whites-emulating-blacks brought fame and fortune to the entertainers at the expense of the innovators, it may or may not have also been to the chagrin of those innovators.  Before World War II, Negroes in the United States appeared satisfied with their stations in life, be they laborers or musicians.  If there was any resentment of whites stealing their musical styles and making the big bucks, it did not appear to be harbored publicly—of course, our segregated society would not have allowed it at that time.  This makes what happened next in jazz so interesting.

1940s’ modern jazz (or bebop) was not so much an evolution as a departure.  The innovators were horn players like Charlie “Bird” Parker and John “Dizzy” Gillespie.  They had nicknames (and hats) and they had talent unlike anything anyone had ever seen.  They took the Louis Armstrong concept of improvisation and stretched it beyond anyone’s wildest imagination.  They riffed and honked loud and especially fast, to chord changes that sounded a lot like “How High the Moon” and other recognizable standards, but with song titles like “Ornithology”.  And, most important, consciously or not, they did it in such a complicated way that mere mortal white musicians could not possibly copy, or even keep up with it.  If some honky tried to sit in with some honker, he’d be driven off the stand.

Bird and Diz broke the mold of all jazz music that occurred before their time and broke the code to eliminating the imitation factor.  As a result, no white bebop player was ever as popular as any black predecessor.  And modern jazz remained a genre for musicians—not entertainers.

During the first half of the 20th century, jazz had unfolded from ragtime to Dixieland to big band and swing to bebop.  At the same time, other musical forms developed and matured—folk, country, gospel, pop, (rhythm &) blues.  Little did anyone know that by the midpoint of the 1900s, all of these seemingly incompatible styles would come together to give birth to rock & roll.

Chapter 2

With a Bullet—The Pop Music Charts

“I just want a hit record, yeah, wanna hear it on the radio”—Overnight Sensation (Hit Record)—as recorded by The Raspberries, a #18 hit in 1974

What makes a hit record a hit anyway?  Is it how good it is musically?  Is it like they said on American Bandstand—“It’s got a good beat, you can dance to it, I’ll give it an 87”?  Is it because it wins a Grammy award?  Making an analogy to movies, the Academy Award winners typically are more “artsy”—not necessarily the blockbusters that earn tens of millions for the studios.  So does being a big seller matter for a hit record?  You bet it does.

In the rock music era, the definition of a hit record seems to have something to do with a thing called “chart position”.  Was it a “number one” hit?  Top 10?  Top 40?  Top 100?  What do Creedence Clearwater Revival and Fats Domino have in common?  As great as these two acts were, in their respective sub-eras of rock & roll and rock music, neither ever had a number one record (CCR hit the #2 position five times and #3 once, Fats had only one of each).  But what does it mean to be number one on the charts anyway?

It simply means that, for one particular week, your record sold more records than any other record.  That’s it!  It has nothing to do with total record sales over a period of time longer than a week.  And during the period in question for this book, it was simply a statistical estimate, based on a small sampling of the public and total record sales.

Now my real job is in marketing research, so I know about statistics, estimates and sampling.  All marketing research is based on hearing from a very small portion of the population regarding their opinions on needs, products, services, advertising and (of course) political issues, politicians and elections; and then projecting this across the entire population.  When Time or Newsweek, CNN or USA Today does a national political poll in an election year, it typically has a random sample of 400 to 800 people participating, spread across the entire country.  This represents less than three ten-thousandths of one percent of the U.S. population, yet statistically it is a “representative” sample predictable within plus or minus 3 or 4 percentage points.  

I won’t bore you with more on this subject (and I’m sure you don’t remember anything from a Statistics course you might have taken in high school or college).  But suffice to say, the record industry charts were always done the same way, from a random sample of record stores (and even juke boxes), either in certain neighborhoods for a local top 40 station’s weekly charts, or in certain cities for the national charts in Billboard or Cash Box magazine.  These figures were then compiled into rankings of the top 40 (or sometimes 30, or in the national magazines’ case, 100) best-selling records for the week.  

Most singles (and we are talking about 45-RPM or revolutions-per-minute records here) were released with an “A” side and a “B” side.  One side was intended to be the “hit”, the other side usually “filler”.  Phil Spector’s string of hits he produced for The Crystals, Ronettes, etc., on his Philles label, always had a jazz-type instrumental on the flip side (listed as by The Ronettes or Darlene Love, even though it clearly was not them playing the Charlie Parker-like sax solo), just to make sure the radio disc jockeys played the hit side and only the hit side.  But then there were the “double-sided” hits, which may have hurt Creedence but certainly didn’t hurt The Beatles.  

Practically every Beatles U.S. single on the Capitol label went to number one, starting in early 1964 through mid-1970.  And then there’s this regarding the 1965 release of the “A” side “Yesterday” backed with the “B” side “Act Naturally”:

“In America the Billboard charts were calculated, not just from the sales of records, but also by which side the public actually asked for.  Which meant quite often a record’s sales would be split amongst BOTH sides, affecting the position the record could have reached, by listing each separately.  “Yesterday” entered the chart on the same day as its A-side, but "Act Naturally" only entered at number 87 and peaked at a mere number 47.” (website on Act Naturally— http://www.jpgr.co.uk/a5498.html)

One more lesson from marketing research and then you’ll never hear about it again.  I mentioned the word “rankings” above, because this makes a lot of what goes into the record charts very suspect.  For example, if in a research study I show you five different magazine ads and ask you to rate each one on a scale of 1 to 10 on how appealing it is to you, I can then take your ratings, along with hundreds of other people’s, and come up with an ordered ranking of the five ads based on the total sample’s percentages of positive ratings (say, 8 to 10 on the scale) or on the mean average rating.  But if, instead, I ask you (and all the other interviewees) to rank the five ads in order of their appeal, how do I know how much better you like your favorite ad than your second favorite, compared to how much you like your second favorite compared to your third favorite (and on down the line, and also compared to everyone else)?   

The essence of this is that a record could make it to number one in a slow sales week for all records, simply by outselling all the others (and it may have been a “bad week” for the others).  Then the following week, it could sell twice as many as it did the week before, but be ranked number two or lower depending on what the competition did.  The lesson in all this is that having a number one, or number ten record back in the heyday of top 40 radio may not be all it’s cracked up to be, depending on the sales of other records that particular week (and with all of this coming from very few record stores at that).  

A much more accurate barometer of hits would be total record sales, which over the years we have received for albums (like in the 1980s when Michael Jackson’s Thriller surpassed Carole King’s Tapestry as the biggest selling album of all time).  Other than hearing about the total sales over the years of Bing Crosby’s “White Christmas”, singles were never afforded this measurement, they just had the weekly charts.  Otherwise, we might not have the greatest travesty of all time—that “Dominique” by The Singing Nun kept “Louie Louie” by The Kingsmen out of the number one spot nationally in late 1963.  Sure, you hear about a song being promoted as a “million-seller” or a “gold record” (whatever that is!), but that has nothing to do with chart position.
So when did all this record chart business start?  Joel Whitburn’s company, Record Research, puts out a book entitled Pop Memories 1890-1954 which actually has data on chart positions going back to the nineteenth century!  But I doubt there were really documented record charts back then (first of all, there weren’t phonograph “records” in 1890).  In fact, prior to the 1920s or 1930s, the popularity of songs was measured by sales of sheet music, not records.  For the pop music business, there was the Your Hit Parade radio show from 1935 to 1955 (and on TV 1950 to 1959) which counted down about 15 hit records, plus a few “Lucky Strike Extras”.  

I never heard my father, a jazz aficionado of the level that I’m into rock, say anything about a Bing Crosby, Louis Armstrong, Benny Goodman, Frank Sinatra or Ella Fitzgerald record being “number one”, “top ten”, or even anything about a chart position from that jazz/big band era.  But after that, there were charts—separate for “pop”, country and what was then called “race” and became known as rhythm & blues (with Jerry Wexler of Atlantic Records fame being credited for coming up with that terminology in 1948 when he worked for Billboard magazine).  


This top 40 stuff apparently all started with a guy named Todd Storz, from Omaha, Nebraska.  Storz was working there as station manager of KOWH radio in the early 1950s.  At that time, “pop” music was primarily ballads and other symphonic-backed songs by singers such as Perry Como, Jo Stafford, Patti Page and Tony Bennett (amazing that he’s still actively touring as I write this in 2011).  On the radio, records (yet in the process of changing over from 78 to 45 RPM) were typically intermittently spaced among radio dramas, comedies and variety shows.  And one of the primary media for music at the time was still the juke box in public places.  

Storz was in a bar one night and observed the patrons playing a lot of the same songs over and over again on the juke box.  But, more important, when the bar closed and he stuck around during clean-up, he noticed the waitresses continuing to play (and spend their hard-earned nickels and dimes on) the same exact songs.


Up until this time, there had been little or no formal “programming” on music radio stations—no rhyme or reason for which songs were selected to be played.  The disc jockeys tended to play what they wanted to hear.  In the case of the early rock jocks like Alan Freed in Akron, Cleveland and eventually New York City, a lot of what they spun were the platters they were paid by the record companies to play (later known as “payola”).  But still, there could be hundreds of different records played during the course of a day, even on the same station.  

Storz went back to his station and demanded that his staff play only a limited number of records that were relatively current in terms of their release date.  He was also bound and determined to find out as accurately as possible which records were in fact the most popular in Omaha, so they would know which ones to play.  Thus came the researching of certain record stores and the weekly “survey” of the top selling songs from those stores, presented as the top hits for the entire city.  I’m not sure how they compiled sales from juke boxes.


Storz settled on 40 songs for his station’s list (plus a few extras to keep it interesting).  Other stations in Omaha and around the country quickly picked up on this format, some with 40, some 30, even as few as 20.  But the essence was to keep repeating the same songs all day and night long—a sort of self-fulfilling prophecy.  The more the listeners heard these tunes, the more they’d want to go out and buy them and thus keep them on the charts.

There is a great scene in the movie That Thing You Do! where the Tom Hanks-managed group, The Wonders, gets a copy of Cash Box magazine every week and watches their record climb the charts (alongside real hits by The Rolling Stones, etc., in the summer of 1964).  And I think some of these chart positions were with the infamous “bullet” that accompanies a record climbing up a certain number of points on the charts (really, physically, more like a “star” surrounding the song’s current number on the chart).  

This hit record syndrome seems to have been the motivation of those involved behind the scenes with singers and groups in the 45-RPM era of rock music (essentially 1955 through 1969), if not necessarily the artists themselves.  And that is what this book is all about—the characteristics that made the music commercially appealing such that it would sell records (artistic quality be damned!).

So it is agreed that the first “rock & roll” record to ever top the pop music charts was “(We’re Gonna) Rock Around The Clock” by Bill Haley and His Comets in 1955.  Haley’s band (with a pedal steel guitar, accordion and stand-up bass) was clearly a former country music group venturing slightly into a different style of music.  Of course, few if any rock historians consider this the first rock & roll record (with Jim Dawson and Steve Propes detailing 49 possible others, dating back to 1942, in their fantastic book, What Was The First Rock ‘n’ Roll Record?).  

Rock & roll music was the unlikely marriage of two extremely diverse music styles, country & western and rhythm & blues (or R&B).  Both originated in the South, but the former was entirely white and the latter entirely black.  The aforementioned charts kept each separate from the other, until the early 1950s.  That was when records started to “cross over” from either of those two charts to the pop charts, with some hitting the top 10 on all three (Carl Perkins’s “Blue Suede Shoes” was one of the first to do so).  Of course, today “country” means almost pop (Garth Brooks, Faith Hill, Carrie Underwood, Taylor Swift) while “R&B” means slow, sappy songs by black balladeers, both highly commercial—but that’s for another book!

In the 1950s, radio stations playing rhythm & blues records were all very small entities (as were the record companies who recorded and released them).  The stations had low wattage such that they could not be heard very well at night, and some were on the air only during daylight hours.  They were all at the “right-hand” end of the radio dial, with frequencies of 1230 kilohertz or higher, as opposed to the 50,000 watt stations to their “left” (this has nothing to do with conservative versus liberal).  As Los Angeles DJ Hunter Hancock introduced his nightly radio broadcast (recreated in the Cruisin’ 1959 album on Increase Records), it was “some of the very best in rhythm and blues records featuring some of the greatest and most popular Negro singers, musicians and entertainers in the world!"
Rock & roll took off when the newly affluent, white teenage audience, including the first of the post-World War II baby boomers, learned about these R&B stations and started listening, then buying the records.  The radio fed the record stores and vice versa.  Alan Freed (the man typically credited with coining the phrase, “rock & roll”, applied to music), learned which new records to play on his Cleveland radio show, The Moondog Rock & Roll Party, from his buddy Leo Mintz who owned a record store there.  Syd Nathan (owner of King Records, Hank Ballard’s and James Brown’s first label) learned the same thing for releasing R&B tunes, from having his own record store in Cincinnati.  
The R&B stations didn’t necessarily have top 40 charts per se—that appears to be more of a white radio phenomenon.  But the charts evolved and grew in popularity, until every record company wanted to have a hit record.

Growing up, I loved the charts.  There were two competing rock & roll stations in my home town of Cincinnati, WSAI (with its “Good Guys” DJs and top 40) and WCPO (later WUBE) with its top 30.  Every Saturday morning, as in other cities, they would count down the week’s hits from number 40 (or 30) to number one!  And they would publish a survey for free distribution at record stores (presumably the ones participating in the calculations), printed in a different color every week.  There would be a “Pick Hit of the Week”, and sometimes even a list of top selling albums.  I still cherish my collection of surveys, mostly WSAI Top 40 plus a few others, from the early to mid-sixties.  

These weekly charts provided the 1950s-1960s singles with the key factors of immediacy and news.  By this I mean that the release and chart life cycle of rock & roll hits are tied to a specific time period.  And before one hit could leave the top 40 charts, the powers-that-be (artist, management and record company) usually already had another “follow-up” hit climbing the charts or at least recorded—sometimes no more than two months apart.  Typically, if a singer or group clicked with their second release (many of which scored higher chart positions than the first one), they were good for at least four more hits and a chart career of a year or two.  More about this and top 40 radio’s “time and place” phenomenon in an upcoming chapter.

So, what musical criteria make a hit record a hit record?  Does it need to have a “hook” as they say in the music biz?  Does it have to be, as Tom Hanks’ character said in That Thing You Do! “something snappy”?  Is it the converse of the Academy Awards, where no movie can win an Oscar unless it’s more on the critically acclaimed side than being a big seller—thus a hit record can’t be too artsy and still be popular?  Could a highly popular artist like The Beatles or Beach Boys get away with putting out crap and still having it sell a million copies?  Could a long song sell, or did it have to be cut down to less than three minutes to get airplay on AM radio?

There clearly is a formula to many hit singles of the 1950s and 1960s.  Hit records are more strictly commercial than creative.  Many were written or recorded specifically and only to be hit records.  They could be cover versions of previous or even current hits, reasonable facsimiles of already popular songs or artists, a quick release on the heels of another release simply to capitalize on its popularity, or a change in one’s style (typically toning down the act, or as I call it, “wimping out”) to reach a broader audience.  All of these phenomena are themes covered in subsequent chapters.

A few more thoughts before we leave the world of record charts.  In the 1955-1969 “singles” era, the most consecutive number one releases were by The Supremes (five songs, from “Where Did Our Love Go” in the summer of 1964 through “Back in My Arms Again” in the spring of 1965, followed by four more, from “You Can’t Hurry Love” in the summer of 1966 through “The Happening” in the spring of 1967).  What about The Beatles, you ask?  Well, while Motown controlled The Supremes’ releases (and everything else about them), the early Beatles were plagued by other (non-Capitol label) record companies sneaking out releases that didn’t make it to number one, right on top of other releases.  So, according to Joel Whitburn (his books are the acknowledged sources regarding the charts), that technically prevented The Beatles from ever having more than two consecutive number one hits.  

Some more trivia:  The only artist of this era to have its first seven records all make the top ten?  Believe it or not, it’s Gary Lewis & The Playboys, from “This Diamond Ring” (hitting the charts in mid-January, 1965) through “Green Grass” (mid-May, 1966)—testimony to the rapid-fire release of singles during this time.

A final note regarding the charts:  One of the most interesting websites I have found is called ARSA Chart Singles (www.las-solanas.com/arsa/ charts.php).  This site lists virtually every record ever to make a top-whatever chart during the rock & roll era, in any city (including some non-U.S.), with cross-references by title, artist, radio station, year, even record label.  Many stations include pictures of their actual weekly surveys from the era.  If you happen to know of some local top 40 or top 10 hit from your area, it’s probably listed on there.  
And if a song made the national top 100 Billboard or Cash Box charts, you can tell from this site how that worked.  In many cases a song could pull this off simply by being a hit only in its home market.  I guess it must have sold well in a store or two that was part of both the local and national surveys.  Such are the charts.

Chapter 3

From The King of Rock To The King of Schlock—Elvis Presley

“Up stepped a man with a big cigar, he said, ‘Come here, cat, I’m gonna make you a star’”—All American Boy—as recorded by Bill Parsons (actually Bobby Bare), a #2 hit in 1959 

No one epitomizes rock’s move from an innovative, exciting, hard-driving musical force to the commercialism that took over the industry than Elvis Aron Presley.  Damn it—Elvis virtually invented rock & roll in Memphis for teenagers to enjoy and use as a means of rebellion, but he ended up in Las Vegas in a sequined jump suit, singing mostly ballads (and throwing scarves) to little old ladies!

Okay, you can challenge me on the inventing rock & roll claim.  You can say that the black rhythm & blues artists of the 1940s invented it (see Louis Jordan, Wynonie Harris, even Fats Domino).  You can say that it was really Sam Phillips of Sun Records who was behind all with which Elvis has been credited.  You can say that Elvis just “popularized” rock & roll—after all, he was the first of his type to perform this new music on national television in early 1956.  But let’s go back before that date in The King’s career.

I don’t think anyone can dispute that Elvis’s Sun records were the first ones to really combine the two seemingly feuding musical styles of country & western and rhythm & blues.  Sam Phillips allegedly said, “If I can find a white man who can sing with a Negro feel, I can make a million dollars.” What he meant was that white people, who bought records and thus “commercialized” country music, needed to somehow discover the R&B music that Sam loved, and do the same for it.  He and Elvis were not really trying to invent rock & roll, or even to merge the two styles.  It just happened that way, one night in July of 1954, at the Sun Studios in Memphis.

The story’s been told a million times.  Presley fancied himself a ballad singer a la Dean Martin.  After Elvis made a record of two ballads at Memphis Recording Service (one of Phillips’s side businesses) as a gift for his mother, Phillips needed a singer for a ballad recording session.  His secretary, Marion Kesiker, remembered “the kid with the sideburns”, and Sam called Elvis.  
Even then (in 1953 at age 18) Elvis established himself as an innovator.  When asked by Keisker whom he sang like, Presley replied with something like (pardon the double negative grammar), “I don’t sound like nobody.”  Eventually, many would be trying to sound like him.  

Well, that first session for ballads didn’t pan out.  But then Phillips put Presley and his cheap acoustic guitar together with country electric guitarist Scotty Moore and stand-up bassist Bill Black.  They were once again recording some ballads that weren’t doing anything for Sam.  During a break, Elvis started clowning around, playing and singing an up-tempo version of a relatively obscure R&B tune, “That’s All Right (Mama)”, written and originally done by Arthur “Big Boy” Crudup in the late 1940s.  Phillips liked what he heard, had the boys record it, took it to his friend Dewey Phillips at WHBQ radio in Memphis, and the rest is history.  

An accidental invention for sure, as was the flip side, country legend Bill Monroe’s “Blue Moon of Kentucky” which began with Bill Black clowning around singing that tune a few days later.  But what Sam and Elvis now had was a new musical form, with one side of the record being an R&B song done in a more country style, and the other side being a country song done in a more R&B style.  No one who heard it on the radio even knew if this cat with the weird name was white or Negro.  But the record took off in Memphis, Elvis recorded four more singles on the Sun label, Colonel Tom Parker (with his big cigar) came along as his manager and sold Presley’s contract to RCA, and the rest is history (didn’t I already say that?).

As an aside, I’ll answer Jim Dawson’s and Steve Propes’s musical question with a song not listed in their book.  I think the first rock & roll record was Elvis’ second Sun release, “Good Rockin’ Tonight”.

Now, here’s why Elvis was able to make this work.  He had a fantastic voice, equally excellent for rockers or ballads.  He was great looking.  And he could move!  The latter was discovered at his first real live appearance following the release of that first record, an outdoor show at Memphis’ Overton Park Shell.  

That day, Elvis didn’t even know what he was doing while on stage.  He was nervous, he was shaking, and he was wearing very loose fitting pants.  As he moved to the music (particularly during Scotty’s solos), it apparently looked like more was going on inside his pants than was really happening.  Based on the combination of this and his good looks, the girls screamed, and, yes, once again, the rest is history.  The looks and shaking (and thus his national career) really took off once Presley appeared on national TV in 1956.

So I firmly believe that Elvis Presley was the person most responsible for inventing rock & roll.  He was able to do this because he had been almost a student of the musical forms that came before him.  Elvis was undoubtedly one of those listening to the black radio stations at the right end of the dial (including WHBQ).  But he also listened to Hank Williams from the Louisiana Hayride and Grand Old Opry broadcasts; and Frank Sinatra and Dean Martin on pop stations.  And he grew up on gospel music in his early years in Mississippi and later in Memphis.  In fact, gospel was always Presley’s music of choice when “jamming” all night after a performance—right up until the day he died.

When he went to the RCA record label (and to television), his career soared like a rocket.  This led to million-selling records (most of them “number one”!), more TV appearances, then movies.  Most important, all of his early hits were true to his rock & roll musical roots—innovative, simple and driving, even the ballads like “Heartbreak Hotel” and “I Want You, I Need You, I Love You”.  On the early TV appearances, he sang (and Scotty, Bill, and drummer D.J. Fontana rocked) songs by Little Richard and Big Joe Turner.  And his first few movies showcased Elvis playing the role of a rock & roll singer (okay, “Love Me Tender” was off the beaten path, with its acoustic guitar-only backing and the tune stolen from a Civil War ballad—talk about a copycat!).  Colonel Parker, or someone, had it right…for a while (1956 and 1957).  

Elvis was even the one whom everyone else wanted to copy.  Please see Johnny Burnette, Gene Vincent, Conway Twitty, Ray Smith, weak attempts from producer Mitch Miller with Guy Mitchell; and later Joe Dowell (weaker attempt), Ral Donner and Terry Stafford.  When my son was young and Stafford’s “Suspicion” would come on the radio and I’d ask who it was, he would reply, “Some guy trying to sound like Elvis, and he’s not doing a very good job!”

Then, in 1958, Elvis went into the Army, and everything changed thereafter.  The Elvis “imitators” became just good looking guys with the right hairstyle and non-rock voices (see Chapter 6, please).  Elvis came back in 1960 with, of all things, “It’s Now Or Never”, a song based on the Italian ballad “O Solo Mio” (okay it went to number one, but coming back from the Army Elvis could have taken the Mickey Mouse Club Theme to the top of the charts!).  Once this formula clicked, the great rock & roll songwriting team of Doc Pomus and Mort Shuman (of “Teenager In Love” by Dion & The Belmonts fame) was asked to do that strictly commercial task—take another foreign song and rewrite it for Elvis—thus “Surrender” (based on “Torna a Sorrento”, or “Return to Sorrento”).  

But the number one hits dried up shortly thereafter.  This was well before The Beatles and the subsequent British Invasion could have been a viable excuse as it was for the demise of so many other careers during and after 1964.  By the mid-sixties, all of the hits disappeared for the once and former King of Rock & Roll.

Adding insult to injury, Presley’s first TV appearance after the Army was strictly pop, with Frank Sinatra, each doing the other’s material (Elvis crooning “Witchcraft”).  And then there was the real career-killer:  the movies.  
From this point forward, and essentially forevermore until his death in 1977, Elvis Presley’s acting career featured without question the most schlocky, stupid motion pictures, and songs, ever to grace the silver screen.  There isn’t a person out there who disagrees with this statement, including Elvis himself!  Go on the internet sometime and find Elvis singing soundtrack ditties like “Fort Lauderdale Chamber of Commerce” from Girl Happy, “Old MacDonald Had a Farm” in Double Trouble, “He’s Your Uncle Not Your Dad” from Speedway, “Queenie Wahine’s Papaya” out of Paradise Hawaiian Style, or “Song of the Shrimp” in Girls! Girls! Girls!, and tell me if you don’t agree.

How did this happen?  Obviously Colonel Parker had tremendous influence over his client in directing his career, away from recording rock songs and toward starring in money-making movies where he would play a ranch hand, race car driver, ski instructor, or some similar-type person.  Whatever happened to the rebel who wanted to act because his hero James Dean did?  How could he just sit back and forsake his innovative, rocking musical past for this commercial, wimpy future?  

Why, Parker’s power over his boy was so strong that Elvis is probably the only American rock star never to tour overseas.  Because Tom Parker’s real name was Andreas van Kuijk, “The Colonel” was not really a colonel at all.  He was an illegal alien in the U. S., born in Holland, so he had no passport.  Elvis (who was in Germany for most of his army stint) couldn’t have slipped off to cities in Europe or Japan sometime, without his manager?

By 1967, with the advent of FM/album rock, Elvis was dead a full decade before his actual passing.  There was one positive blip, that being the December, 1968 “comeback” TV special on NBC sponsored by Singer sewing machines.  But even that was an accident which fortuitously worked in Elvis’ favor.  You see, in planning the show, The Colonel wanted the King to do an hour of only gospel music, in honor of Christmas.  Luckily the show’s production staff, led by Steve Binder, talked him out of it.  

We were thus treated to the new “black leather-look” Elvis, one of his (or anyone’s) greatest vocal performances on “If I Can Dream”, and the now-famous jam session with Scotty Moore and others.  Don’t get me started on Elvis stealing Scotty’s electric guitar during the session.  But I will gladly tell anyone that the extremely underrated Winfield Scott Moore III, rock’s first lead guitarist, is as responsible for the invention of rock & roll as anyone else, including his singing partner at the time.  

So how do you follow leather?  By taking advantage of the popularity of the comeback special and having Elvis record hard rock songs, promoted by sending him out on the road with a small band to do concerts for younger crowds like it’s 1955 in the South again?  No!  

You make the motorcycle black leather into a white polyester jump suit covered in rhinestones with an equally gaudy giant belt buckle, and put Elvis on stage with a huge orchestra in a place frequented by geriatrics—the “strip” in Las Vegas.  Of course you do!  And have him sing only a brief medley of his rock & roll hits, with the featured numbers being things like Frank Sinatra’s signature, “My Way”, and the patriotic “American Trilogy” (including part of “The Battle Hymn of the Republic” for gosh sakes).  And let’s not even talk about how heavy he got!  

This look, replete with coiffed hair worn down not up (and mutton-chop sideburns, plus aviator sunglasses) is the pitiful way the average person now remembers the man who invented rock & roll.  Not as a creative genius.  Elvis, like Louis Armstrong before him, had started as a musician and now was strictly an entertainer—a much ridiculed one at that.  

My musical act does a Christmas show, and I always introduce “Blue Christmas” as follows:  “You know, it wouldn’t be Christmas without a big, fat man, with hair on his face, in a decorated suit, with a gigantic belt.  Yes, it just wouldn’t be Christmas without…Elvis!”  
In 1956, Presley’s commercialism had been accompanied by Elvis magazines, Elvis lunch boxes, Elvis buttons (with Colonel Parker making the same amount off those that read “I Love Elvis” or “I Hate Elvis”), etc.  In the 1970s, the jump-suited “King” was commemorated in lawn statues, velvet wall hangings and ceramic drink decanters.  I don’t think even his mama (who died in 1958) would have approved.  One positive note—When the American public was polled regarding which Elvis to put on a postage stamp in 1993, at least we had the good sense to choose the younger, thin, greaser Elvis at the classic 1950s cubular Shure microphone over the older, fat, jump-suited, bouffant Elvis.

When my son was in first grade, toward the end of the school year every student was asked to write a brief “paper” on whatever subject he or she wanted.  I had obviously spent a bit of time showing him Elvis video tapes from the 1970s, and making a few jokes about the way The King ended up.  Here is what seven year-old Rick Fox wrote, verbatim (please insert “[sic]” wherever you deem it necessary):  “Elvis was a fatso.  He ate 25 peanut butter and banana sandwiches.  If he didn’t die, he wood of exploded.”  Rick’s best friend also wrote about Elvis, including that he “flushed hisself down the toilet.”  Not far from the truth!
A few years later I took my son and this friend to Memphis, and we visited the Sun Records Studios and Graceland.  The former was like going to the greatest place on earth—this is where rock & roll was invented!  The latter was more of a shrine to the excesses that the strictly commercial Elvis had become.  It will always remain that way, and ain’t that a shame?

Chapter 4

White Bucks (Very White, And Lots of Bucks)—Cover Versions
"Boy, you don't know what she do to me"—Tutti Frutti—as recorded by Little Richard, a #17 hit in 1956

 "Pretty little Susie is the girl for me"—The same line, from Tutti Frutti—as recorded by Pat Boone, a #12 hit in 1956


Pat Boone may be the most important figure in the history of rock & roll.  You probably think I’m nuts for saying that.  But, seriously, he may be more important than Bill Haley, Elvis Presley, Chuck Berry, Little Richard, Fats Domino, Alan Freed, even John Lennon and Paul McCartney.  Because Pat Boone helped “legitimize” rock & roll, broadened its base of listeners, made it at least semi-acceptable to adults, and was the first person to really commercialize the new musical form.


The earliest strict commercialism of rock & roll music, in the mid-1950s, was a concept called the cover record—someone essentially copying an earlier recording and releasing it not too long after the initial version.  Now, like everything else, this was not a new idea.  Virtually every jazz or pop tune recorded prior to 1950 was eventually recorded in several versions by any and every well-known artist of the time.  Big bands would steal each other’s arrangements note for note and record them within weeks of the original.  The same ballad or swing number might find itself on records by such diverse singers as Bing Crosby, Frank Sinatra, Louis Armstrong, Ella Fitzgerald, the Andrews Sisters and The Ink Spots.

At that time (and to jazz’s credit), no one thought of whether the original or the copy was performed by a black or white artist.  It could go either way.  But as soon as rock & roll entered the picture in the 1950s, it was a veritable one-way street of black originals and white copies.  

The black artists’ highly innovative music was almost always on an obscure, mostly regional, “independent” record label—for example, King (with Hank Ballard and James Brown) or Federal (its even earlier R&B counterpart when King was strictly country & western) out of Cincinnati; Specialty (Little Richard’s label) from Los Angeles; or Peacock from Houston (which released the original “Hound Dog” by Willie Mae “Big Mama” Thornton in 1953).  
The white artists’ cover version was almost always on one of the “big five” major national record labels at the time—Capitol, Columbia, Decca, Mercury, or RCA Victor (and sometimes MGM).  As the decade progressed, some larger “in-between” independents emerged, such as Atlantic (mostly black artists like The Drifters and Coasters), Imperial (with Fats Domino, followed by Ricky Nelson), ABC-Paramount (Ray Charles after he left Atlantic), Roulette (run by mafia-connected Morris Levy), and Dot (well, the home of Pat Boone).


And no one could be more divergent from rock’s originators than Pat Boone.  Let’s compare him to the two cats he most often copied on vinyl.  Fats Domino was black, fat, from New Orleans, and spoke with an accent few could even understand.  Little Richard was black, flamboyant and effeminate (today he would have been labeled “gay”).  Both were extremely talented singers, songwriters and real musicians as well as entertainers, accompanying themselves on the piano live and on records.  They had rhythm and moved well on stage (especially Little Richard), along with their saxophone-heavy bands.  Fats was more of a crooner but he could rock, while Richard screamed, had an incredible vocal range, and invented the “wooo” interlude for which The Beatles later became famous.

On the other hand, Pat Boone was not only white, he was pale, he wore white buck shoes, he went to Columbia University for a while, he was more of a ballad singer, he hardly rocked, he had about a three-note range, and his only movement on stage was the totally square snapping of his fingers.  Boone’s “wooo” in his version of “Tutti Frutti” was laughable—probably two octaves below and three seconds shorter than Richard Penniman’s, lacking any excitement whatsoever.  But Pat Boone sold records and introduced the music, written and originally recorded by these innovative black artists, to a whole new audience—the white teenagers (and even some of their parents) who didn’t listen to those black radio stations above 1220 kilohertz.

Fats Domino’s first record to cross over into the pop charts was “Ain’t It a Shame” in 1955.  It went to #10 on the Billboard pop charts (it was #1 on the R&B charts for 11 weeks).  The same song, Pat Boone’s first record, “Ain’t That a Shame” (which is what Domino’s song probably should have been called in the first place) actually hit the pop charts a week before Domino’s record, and made it all the way to number one.  (Of course, being only three in 1955, and there not being oldies stations yet, I had never heard either—only the Four Seasons’ remake in 1963).  
This pattern was then repeated for Boone’s release of Little Richard’s “Tutti Frutti” (Richard at #17, Pat at #12).  There was some justice when their versions of “Long Tall Sally” peaked at #6 and #8, respectively.  While there was the aforementioned sudden appearance of little Susie in Boone’s version of “Tutti Frutti” where Penniman only had a “girl named Sue” who “knew just what to do”, Boone’s “Long Tall Sally” removed the references to her being “bald-headed” (I never understood that line anyway).  

Boone also hit with cover versions of Ivory Joe Hunter’s “I Almost Lost My Mind”, The El Dorados “At My Front Door”, and The Orioles “It’s Too Soon To Know”.  To his credit (or that of his producers at Dot records), Pat also had numerous top 10 hits with other songs, some covering white artists, some completely original (including his last big hit, the hysterical but politically-incorrect-today “Speedy Gonzales” in 1962).  In the 1955-1996 version of Joel Whitburn’s Top Pop Singles, Pat Boone is rated #8 all-time, in terms of “points” awarded for chart positions each week for records that hit the Billboard top 100.

Much of this cover stuff was clearly done with the white record producers’ intent of cleaning up the lyrics written by black people whom they believed obviously had only sex on their minds.  The white audiences should have heard “Tutti Frutti” before its co-author with Penniman, lyricist Dorothy La Bostrie, sanitized it by removing those famous lost words that Richard originally wrote, “Tutti Frutti, good booty…If it don’t fit, don’t force it…You can grease it, make it easy”.  
While whitening the words, the raw sound of the originals was also cleaned up (the word “antiseptic” comes to mind).  So now Pat Boone, with the musical arrangements that felt more like Mitch Miller than New Orleans, with the voice that seemed more like Mario Lanza than Louis Jordan, and with lyrics that read more like nursery rhymes than pornography, had suddenly made “rock & roll” more tolerable to our parents.  Thus it was finally okay, sort of, for us youngsters to listen to it.  But teens still snuck away to hear the real versions on those other stations, and even bought some of those illicit 45s.  

So what if Mom and Dad thought that Bill Haley was the only artist to record “Shake, Rattle and Roll”, with its clean lyrics having the woman start out in the kitchen instead of bed?  Some of their kids knew the original version by Big Joe Turner, including its “you make me roll my eyes” and “grit my teeth” lines.  Others snickered, as somehow the Haley version missed censoring the very filthy “one-eyed cat peeping in a seafood store” verse!  When Elvis Presley did the tune on national TV, he used lyrics from both versions.  On hindsight, we can today conclude that in 1955, the 30 year-old Bill Haley was really entirely a cover version artist, as was, technically, the Sun Records’ Elvis.   

Now one of the main premises in this book is a concept that’s a sibling of the cover record, and that’s the sound-alike follow-up to a hit.  Then there’s its child, the remake, and its cousin, the “answer” record.  

A cover is the same song released in close time proximity to the original version, but by a different artist.  A follow-up is an entirely different song by the same artist a few months later, but with many in the 50s and 60s sounding close to the original (this is deserving of an entire chapter later).  A remake is the same song done by a different artist, at a different time, perhaps years later and from an entirely different “generation” of performers.  From Wikipedia (not mentioning that Lymon and Ross are black, Storm and The Diamonds white):

…the 1956 versions of "Why Do Fools Fall In Love" by The Diamonds and by Gale Storm would be genuine cover 
versions of Frankie Lymon's original, but Diana Ross's 1981 
version would be called a remake.

On the other hand, an answer record is by a different artist from the original, released in close time proximity to the original to ride its coattails, with different lyrics but with the same subject matter, and usually extremely close to the original in tune—sometimes exactly the same.  Confused?  Maybe this will help.

One of the first and best (or worst?) examples of cover/answer records resulted from the extremely suggestive “Work With Me Annie” by The Midnighters, a black vocal group on the Federal label, led by Hank Ballard.  “Work With Me Annie” was released in February, 1954, and was number one on the R&B charts for seven weeks.  

Bandleader Johnny Otis was anxious to capitalize on Ballard’s hit with a similar record.  To do so, he put together a singing group called The Peaches, led by a new, young, female who was black (so it wouldn’t have been a strictly commercial cover), named Etta James.  They recorded an answer record called “The Wallflower”, on the Modern label.  

The song, featuring a male voice as well (later identified as Richard Berry, the writer and originator of “Louie Louie”), included the lyric, “roll with me Henry” (as in Henry Ballard).  It had the identical tune to “Work With Me Annie”, but different lyrics, from a female perspective of course.  “Roll” just replaced “work” as the euphemism for sex.  James’s record also went to #1 on the R&B charts, for four weeks, but did not hit the pop charts—it was too “Negro” at the time.

So, what happens next?  On the heels of “The Wallflower”, a major record label, Mercury, releases the most cleaned-up, wimpy, lily-white cover version possible of the Etta James song.  It was now entitled “Dance With Me Henry (Wallflower)”, sung by the former big band singer, Georgia Gibbs (nickname:  “Her Nibs Miss Georgia Gibbs”, another thing I never understood!).  This, of course, went to #1 on the pop charts, selling a million or more to the white audience.  Given the paltry volume of sales in the Negro community, you didn’t have to be a million-seller, or even close to it, to hit #1 on the R&B charts.  

Such was the 1950s world of originals and covers.  As with jazz and every popular music form before it in America, the blacks innovated but the whites imitated and made more in the battle for the almighty dollar.  I guess I see this as just another example of the American free enterprise system at work.  Get it while you can, and however you can.

Of course, perhaps the biggest, most commercial cover of all also involved Hank Ballard.  This was Chubby Checker’s version of “The Twist” that went to number one not once but twice, in 1960 and 1961-62.  It was actually both a cover and a remake of itself.  While technically a black man following another black man, it was kind of intended that way.  Much more about this in the upcoming chapter on Cameo-Parkway Records.

The aforementioned Diamonds (from Canada—they had to be white!) started out as a legitimate jazz/pop vocal group a la the pre-rock quartets (Four Lads, Four Aces, Four Freshmen, Crew Cuts, etc.) featured in the Forever Plaid musicals that still are performed today in small theaters.  Their biggest hit, “Little Darlin’”, was a cover of that song, originally recorded by a black group, The Gladiolas (featuring Maurice Williams, later of “Stay” fame with his next group, The Zodiacs).  

The Diamonds apparently recorded “Little Darlin’” to make fun of rock & roll music.  This was meant to be a complete put-on, tongue firmly planted in cheek, especially the “bomp-doo-waddy-waddy” background vocals, the high falsetto “yahhh-yahhh” lines, and the deep, talking-bass middle.  Lo and behold, their little joke went to #2 on the pop charts, by far their biggest selling record. 

After laughing all the way to the bank, The Diamonds later went completely over the top with “She Say (Oom Dooby Doom)”.  This record had even higher highs, lower lows, and complete nonsense lyrics.  “Little Darlin’” at least had the good old baby-come-back “plot”.  This follow-up just had something to do with a girl asking a boy to rock, roll, stroll (referencing another earlier hit of theirs—an old trick in follow-ups as we’ll see later with Cameo-Parkway), and even the double-entendre, to ball.  “She Say (Oom Dooby Doom)” did not sell nearly as well as their first few hits.  But at least The Diamonds got their point across, and had another good laugh.

Was the idea of the cover record necessarily wrong, or sinister?  Were the white artists and/or their white-owned record companies “screwing” the black artists, many of whom wrote the originals?  Not necessarily.  This concept allowed the songs to “cross over” from the R&B charts to become pop hits.  What’s wrong with that?

Some other typical examples of cover records from the 1950s:  “I Hear You Knocking” by TV comedy actress Gale Storm, on Pat Boone’s label, Dot (Smiley Lewis did the original); “Earth Angel” by The Crew Cuts (original by The Penguins, with The Crew Cuts also previously covering “Sh-Boom” by The Chords, a song many consider the first rock & roll record); and even white artists covering white artists, like Steve Lawrence’s “Party Doll” on top of Buddy Knox’s, and the innumerable versions of “The Ballad of Davy Crockett.”  Interestingly, no one ever dared to cover an Elvis song (or if they did, it never made it!).  It could have been because he was white, but more likely because he was Elvis.

There were a lot fewer examples of cover (or remake) versions during the 1960s.  They include the following, many of which involve Motown records:  “Money” by The Kingsmen (Barrett Strong original); “Do You Love Me” by The Dave Clark Five (Contours); “I Heard It Through The Grapevine” by Marvin Gaye (Gladys Knight & The Pips—Motown covering itself, as it also did with “How Sweet It Is” by Gaye and Junior Walker); “Walk Away Renee” by The Four Tops (a very rare occasion of a black group covering/remaking a white group, The Left Banke); and the ever-commercial “Here Comes The Judge” (several artists in 1968, even doing totally different songs with this title, taking advantage of the Sammy Davis, Jr. skit from the Laugh-In TV show).  
In the 1970s there were some, but they were virtually all remakes, not covers:  e.g., “You’re Sixteen” by Ringo Starr (original by Johnny Burnette); “He Will Break Your Heart” by Tony Orlando & Dawn (Jerry Butler); “Please Mr. Postman” by The Carpenters (Marvelettes); “Another Saturday Night” by Cat Stevens (Sam Cooke); “The Locomotion” by Grand Funk Railroad (Little Eva)—the only song to go to #1 three times by different artists including Kylie Minogue in 1988; and any number of songs by pre-teen bubblegum idols The Jackson 5/Michael Jackson or The Osmonds/Donny Osmond (“Rockin’ Robin”, “Puppy Love”, etc.).

Since 1964 I have been playing and singing music—let’s call it “semi-professionally”.  Sure I’ve written some songs over the years, but have never performed them in public.  I have also backed up some artists playing their own original music.  But I consider myself 100% a cover artist, playing in cover bands, solo and duet acoustic acts.  I’m clearly not an innovator in the literal definition (other than putting together some new arrangements and crazy medleys), but an imitator, even tending to sing songs as much as I can in the voices of the originators.  After all, didn’t The Beatles start as a cover band in Liverpool and Hamburg?  Hell—every band starts as a cover band, right?

And rock & roll purists may hate me for this:  One should typically like the original more than the cover or the remake.  But having grown up listening to the radio full time only since about 1961, there are many covers/remakes that I actually heard, and loved, during their charted periods, long before I heard the originals on oldies stations (or now on the internet).  So in those cases I tend to like the version I heard first, more than I like the original.  In fact, some originals never received top 40 airplay at all, and we wouldn’t know them without their being discovered by later artists who made them into hits.  

Thus, for example, I prefer Bobby Darin’s “Irresistible You” over the original by Bobby Peterson; The McCoys’ version of “Come On Let’s Go” far better than Ritchie Valens’s; the Mitch Ryder “Devil With a Blue Dress” more than Shorty Long’s much slower version; Dave Clark Five’s “Reelin’ and Rockin’” better than the original by Chuck Berry; and “Good Lovin’” by The Young Rascals as opposed to by The Olympics (which I never heard until YouTube was invented).  
Also, any Beatles’ cover of a 1950s tune (virtually all of which I heard before hearing the originals).  This list could go on and on.  But please note that while I believe that the original is not always still the greatest, none of my preferred remakes are wimpier than the originals—they all rock.

Covers are an integral part of rock & roll and especially top 40 history.  In most cases, everyone wins.  The cover artist gets a hit record.  The covered artist gets his or her song heard on the radio by a broader audience, who just might go out and buy the original.  The songwriters get royalties from both versions, and more than one record company benefits as well.  
Testimony to the power of the cover record is this:  At some point during his concerts, Fats Domino usually mentions Pat Boone, and has even brought him onstage.  He then thanks the white-bucked one for helping to popularize the fat man’s music.  Fats Domino loves Pat Boone—what a tribute to the free enterprise system!
Chapter 5

Kilohertz—The Rise And Fall Of AM Radio

“When I was young I’d listen to the radio, waiting for my favorite song”  (And later) “All my best memories come back clearly to me"—Yesterday Once More—as recorded by The Carpenters, a #2 hit in 1973


In terms of bringing you “the latest”, AM top 40 radio was to the 1950s and 1960s teens and pre-teens what CNN and ESPN are to today’s adults.  In conjunction with the weekly top whatever-number charts, top 40 radio provided “news” to this youthful audience listening in—and I’m not talking about the newscasts, either at the “top” and “bottom” of the hour, or (as some stations promoted it) “20-20!”.  In what I stated earlier that I consider the first rock & roll record, Elvis might as well have been singing, “Have you heard the news?  There’s a new single tonight”, and chances are it was good, and rockin’.  


The way AM radio worked in its glory days, there were few stations on the dial—for example, only about seven local ones in my hometown of Cincinnati—a top 20 U.S. metropolitan area in 1960.  Unlike today, there were no all-news or talk stations, none with all sports, and certainly no ethnic ones (well, none Hispanic—there was one “Negro” station, WCIN).  A few of the stations only broadcasted during daylight hours, and some of them either dropped their wattage power at night or were just harder to receive after sundown because that’s the way AM radio works (you know, like how you lose a station when driving under a bridge).  And until the mid-1960s, there was essentially no FM radio (well, maybe a classical or university station or two). 

While my “radio days” started in a hospital room in the summer of 1958, I really didn’t listen to top 40 full time until early 1961 (third grade).  For the next 13+ years, until I finished college, I had the radio on whenever I was in my room (even doing homework and studying for tests); and/or had a transistor radio next to my ear at least until I could drive; and/or had the car radio on.  It was, of course, AM radio until 1967, a combination of AM and FM for the rest of the 1960s, and then pretty much FM exclusively after that.  

Cincinnati had two AM rock & roll stations throughout my youth.  WSAI (1360 kilohertz) was the biggie, claiming to have more than a 60% share of the entire metropolitan area’s total radio audience in its heyday of the early to mid-1960s.  WSAI had a top 40 survey, and seven disk jockeys known as the “Good Guys”, with six of them taking three-hour program slots from 6:00 a.m. until midnight, and one unlucky guy handling the midnight to 6 a.m. shift.  The other station was WCPO (1230 on your dial—and it really was a dial), which had a top 30 survey and a much smaller audience.  In early 1966, suddenly WCPO changed its call letters to WUBE (AKA “1-2-3 W-B!”), and this freshness helped it pick up a lot of listeners.  But it was never the top teen music station.


The on-air personalities at WSAI and WCPO/WUBE spun records, talked fast, and thus were masters at a phenomenon with which we’re all familiar but you’ve probably never heard by name.  You could win a bar bet by asking a stranger what “hitting the post” means, even providing the hint that it’s something they’ve been exposed to their entire lives, thousands of times.  “Hitting the post” is the terminology for that rare talent DJs have for talking over the instrumental introduction of a record, finishing their discourse at precisely the split second that the vocal begins.  

I always wondered how they did this, later to find out that the “DJ promotional” copies of records, sent in advance to radio stations, tended to list on the label the amount of time, in seconds, for the instrumental intro.  The DJs must have used old fashioned stop watches.  Nevertheless, it was always amazing to hear a WSAI Good Guy give the name of the song and artist, its chart position this week and last, and the entire weather report all in the six seconds before The Beatles started singing “Oh, yeah, I’ll…” at the beginning of “I Want To Hold Your Hand”.


Both WSAI and WCPO/WUBE had 5,000 watts or less of broadcasting power.  But you could still pick them up fine at night, at least where I lived.  Cincinnati also had two 50,000 watt stations, WLW (formerly known as “The Nation’s Station” in the 1930s and 1940s when it had as many as 500,000 watts!), which did a variety of programming, and WCKY, which changed its format a lot, for a while playing country music among other things.  Each of them had the Cincinnati Reds’ broadcasts at some time during my childhood.  My dad listened to WNOP, an esoteric jazz and comedy records station out of Newport, Kentucky, broadcasting from a tiny barge on the Ohio River, with, I believe, a whopping 250 watts sunrise to sunset.


As noted earlier in the chapter on the top 40 survey charts, WSAI and WCPO brought us grade school, junior high and high school students the songs we wanted to hear, but only 30 or 40 of them during any given week.  Over and over and over again.  With those great station identifications (or “I.D.s”) in the form of musical jingles between songs and commercials (“Thirteen-Sixty, W-S-A-I…Cincinnati”).  Every WSAI newscast ended with the memorable ditty of a descending trombone, followed by a quick spoken “10-4” and a long beep (I had no idea what that meant).  I later (literally this year—2015) learned that this riff came from the “Victory At Sea” soundtrack, written by Richard Rodgers.
There were other pre-recorded regular features, such as: “Traffic Condition… Yellow!!”, safety tips from “Officer Riley”, and my personal favorite, the hysterically funny “Walter, The Friendly Poet-Philosopher”.  Walter’s poems started out endearing and serious but ended up insulting the subject and with Walter cracking himself up—the brainchild of WSAI DJ Paul (later Dick, in Detroit) Purtan and his young colleague George Hoffman who worked at the station.

And I was listening, every waking hour of every day, when I wasn’t in school.  I even brought a transistor radio with me on the school bus, and listened during recess and lunch when I didn’t get caught.  The same top 40 songs, repeatedly.  This is why, to this day, while I can’t remember where I left my glasses, I know the words to virtually every hit single from about 1958 through 1973.  And, once I started playing the guitar in 1964 and realized I had an ear for music, I know the chord structures to all these songs too.  No sheet music or lyric prompts are required.  I had a radio attached to my ear for 15 years, including all of the 1960s.  I’ve got the music in me.


AM radio meant singles.  45 RPM records with an “A” side and a “B” (or “flip”) side.  45s.  Singles.  Released in quick succession by artists and their record companies trying to get as much airplay as possible and sell as many copies as quickly as possible.  Seven inches in diameter.  With a large, one-inch hole in the middle.  To play them required either one of those funny looking plastic adapters (sometimes called “spacers” or “spiders”—usually yellow) or a spindle that held multiple platters and dropped them one at a time, so you could have, maybe, a half hour of uninterrupted songs.  

Before the 1950s, all single records were recorded on 78 RPM records, 10 inches wide and typically made out of shellac.  They were heavy, and if you dropped one, it shattered like a china plate.  A record “album” originally was literally named that because it looked like a photo album—several 78 RPM singles bound into a hard-cover book with internal sleeves for each that turned like pages in a book.  

In the late 1940s, Columbia Records came out with a breakthrough, the 12-inch long playing album (or “LP”).  This contained about 10 to 12 two to three-minute songs spinning at the slower 33 revolutions-per-minute.  And it was vinyl—unbreakable!  RCA immediately responded by inventing its own innovative product, the lightweight, vinyl 45 RPM single.

Both companies then sold very unique record players which would only play at their label’s chosen speed in RPMs.  Quickly, other manufacturers came out with machines that played at all three speeds (plus 16 RPM, for which I never saw any records—another thing I don’t understand!).  This was about the time that high fidelity (or “hi-fi”) and then stereophonic sound (or “stereo”) came into being, with those giant wood veneer consoles you put in your living room, 4 or 5 feet wide, with legs, speakers, a turntable and a radio, some even including televisions.  True hi-fi aficionados had components, a separate turntable, amplifier, radio tuner (or receiver, which included an amp), and speakers in wood cabinets (each with a woofer and a tweeter, yet!).  

But for the most part, we top 40 buffs were kids or teens with cheap record players having one 3 to 4-inch speaker and maybe a single “tone” control (bass to treble) to go along with “volume”.  Playing the 45 RPM singles we bought, using that thing to fill the hole in the center (and some of these cheap record players even had a built-in spacer-thing that rose from the turntable if you twisted it!).  Yeah we bought a few albums too.  But they weren’t like the albums of today or even the albums of the late 1960s.  

Albums were thrown together quickly by record companies.  They featured one or two hit singles and their flip sides, plus a lot of what became known as “filler” (typically short, one-take covers of current hits).  The artists and labels spent a lot of time recording some hit singles, but not a lot of time on anything else that showed up on an album (including the liner notes).  No one could have predicted the advent of FM radio and album rock in the late 1960s—plenty on that coming later in this book.

In addition to, and probably more important than the equipment on which we played the 45s, we had our radios, however small they (and their speakers) were.  There were table radios (including the first clock radios), car radios (with those wonderful push buttons), and in my case, the omnipresent battery-operated transistor radio with maybe a one-inch speaker, providing no bass whatsoever.  There was also the tiny hole for an “earphone” or “earplug”.  That’s singular—to go in only one ear.  The ear plug was usually flesh colored (implying racism? or camouflage—good for listening in school?), with a matching flimsy cord, and obviously monaural (or “mono”), not stereo.  And so was all of our radio listening, since 45s didn’t come out in stereo until the late 1960s, and AM radio didn’t broadcast in stereo (duh!).

But the music was even more important than the hardware—those same top 30 or 40 songs, with a few new ones thrown in there, each week.  And how great it was when you heard the most recent release by a familiar (or maybe unfamiliar) artist the first time, second time, third time, and then tracked it up the charts week by week.  This was the “newsiness” of top 40 radio in the 1950s and 1960s.  When is Fabian coming out with a new record?  Did you hear the latest by The Beach Boys yet?  Do you think Lesley Gore will have another song about Judy and Johnny?

Then there’s that question that may have been asked of everyone, perhaps every day:  What is your favorite song?  You’ve never heard that inquiry since about the 1970s, once album rock took over.  

Your favorite song.  Sometimes the question had the word “now” at the end.  Because there could only be one, at any one time.  And what a feeling of superiority you had when you could answer the question with something climbing the charts that the inquirer had not as yet heard of!  A favorite song could be a top 10, a top 5, even a number 1 tune.  But once it started descending down the charts, eventually disappearing from the top 40 (and always in far fewer weeks than it took to ascend to the top), it could never still be your favorite song.  It was quickly replaced by some new high flying hit, with a bullet.  

And you also had your least favorite songs—always more than one.  When your favorite song came on the radio, you listened, no matter what.  You turned up the volume.  You put the transistor radio speaker closer to your ear.  If you were on the school bus, you told the people around you to stop talking to you, or probably to stop talking at all (or maybe quickly plugged in the earphone and plugged your other ear with your finger, so you could enjoy it alone).  On the other hand, if one of your least favorite songs came on the radio, you changed the station as quickly as possible, either via the dial or the car radio push buttons.  Or perhaps you turned it off entirely. 

Mark Twain is reported to have once said that if the end of the world ever came, he’d want to be in Cincinnati, Ohio.  This was because everything happened there 20 (or maybe he said 10) years after every place else in America.  I didn’t realize it until a year or two into my top 40 radio listening habit, but Twain was right.  In terms of radio stations introducing hit records, Cincinnati was way behind the times—maybe not ten years, but at least 30 days, which in the 1960s record and radio industry was an eternity.

Sometime in late 1962, on a weeknight at around 7:00 p.m., before I started my fifth grade homework, I was changing my transistor radio from WSAI to WCPO (they must have been playing one of my least favorite songs!).  I moved that miniscule dial a bit too far, and heard my favorite song (perhaps “Crossfire!” by The Orlons) coming in loud and clear from around 900 on the dial—as loud and as clear as any local station.  

After the song concluded, I heard a station jingle that is still fresh in my mind:  “In Chicago…In Chicago…Double-You-Ell-Ess!”  And then they played a song I’d never heard before, a brand new release from the hottest group at the moment, “Santa Claus Is Coming to Town” by The Four Seasons.  It was the classic kids’ Christmas song, done up to sound a lot like “Big Girls Don’t Cry” (which in turn sounded a lot like “Sherry”), perfectly timed leading into the holiday season.

What was this?  A station 300 miles away coming in clear as a bell?  WLS?  Only three call letters, like Cincinnati’s WLW?  Playing a song that WSAI hadn’t gotten a hold of yet?  There was music that was being introduced in other places earlier than here?  Hey—I need to find more of these stations!  Let’s explore a little further down the dial.

Somewhere just left of 800 I heard some really fast-talking DJ, and then another jingle:  “Seventy-seven, W-A-B-C!”  I later learned (and not until well into my adult years, the simplicity of it causing me to hit myself on the head in Homer Simpson-like stupidity) that the jingle’s music was from the first few bars of the song, “I’ll Take Manhattan.”  It now makes perfect sense, and it all started at WABC, New York City, then spread to places like “1360, W-S-A-I!”.  

These station identification (or “I.D.”) jingles were all produced by an organization called PAMS, in Dallas.  On the weekends, the stations played other great PAMS jingles, such as, “What a beautiful weekend…Be-e-e-utiful weekend!” and “What’s the weather for the weekend gonna be?  Will it be hot?  Cold?  Rain?  Snow?”

Starting in the winter of 1962-1963 and continuing through the mid-sixties (and especially during Beatlemania), I listened to WLS, WABC, CKLW in Detroit (well, actually Windsor, Canada), and other 50,000-watt out-of-town stations every night before and after dinner, especially at that dusk hour when they were particularly strong on the air (note—this was before the days of Daylight Saving Time, at least where I lived).  And I heard songs that I would have had to wait perhaps a month or more to hear on Cincinnati radio.  

I discovered The Four Seasons’ next number one single, “Walk Like a Man”, in early 1963 on WLS, probably the Dick Biondi show.  And then, in very early 1964, either Scott Muni or Bruce Morrow (not yet “Cousin Brucie” as he is even now [in 2012] on Sirius/XM Radio’s “60s on 6”) played, and I was introduced to, a very different sounding song from a very different sounding, foreign group I’d never heard of.  It was “I Want To Hold Your Hand”, by The Beatles.  A few weeks later, the WSAI Good Guys debuted it to the rest of the greater Cincinnati listening audience.  But I already knew all about it when the sixth grade girls started talking about it.  It was without question my favorite song!
1963 was also the first year I went away to camp, for eight weeks, for each of the next four summers.  I took that ubiquitous transistor radio (and plenty of batteries) with me, and WLS and its mid-60s 50,000-watt Chicago rival WCFL came in really loud and clear in rural northern Wisconsin with few other stations competing.  You couldn’t get squat on the radio during the day, and we were busy being happy campers.  But after dark, when you could pick up Chicagoland top 40 (and it didn’t get dark until 10:00 up there), our counselors frowned upon noise in the cabins.  So other than a few minutes with the transistor under my pillow (I lost the ear plug, or maybe the counselors took it away), I wasn’t able to keep up with the new records entering the charts each week.  

So when I would return to Cincinnati each mid-August from 1963 to 1966, I found I had a lot of catching up to do.  There were so many songs I was hearing for the first time.  Some that were brand new in June when I left were now sitting in the top 10.  Others had disappeared entirely. 
After I was done with camp, this New-York-as-the-leading-edge thing reappeared in July of 1967, when I went on an organized western trip with a bunch of people from the east coast.  Not only did this prepare me for the shock of meeting (and trying to understand) New Yorkers once I went to college, it also reminded me that hit songs hit there first.  
They kept talking about “Brown Eyed Girl” by a guy I’d never heard of named Van Morrison.  Also “Come On Down To My Boat” by Every Mother’s Son (which, according to Whitburn, had hit the national charts at least a month and a half earlier).  And the girls kept singing “Ain’t No Mountain High Enough” by Marvin Gaye and his new singing partner, Tammi Terrell.  I’d never heard that one either, despite listening to AM top 40 radio morning noon and night.  Those songs eventually got airplay in Cincinnati in about, oh, September. 

Summer has always had its own mystique, particularly during those growing-up/school years.  The music of the summer, when school was out (and spring leading into it with anticipation), yielded a special charm.  The warm weather enhanced the songs, and the songs, in turn, enhanced the season.  Top 40 radio, with its timed releases of new records every week, was the perfect outlet for this feeling. 

You see, there are summer songs and there are winter songs.  Think back.  “Surf City” by Jan & Dean—clearly a summer song.  So is Gary Lewis & The Playboys’ “Save Your Heart For Me”.  On the other hand, “Don’t Let Me Be Misunderstood” by The Animals, with its minor chords and negative lyrics, is clearly a winter song.  As is The Beach Boys’ “Be True To Your School”.  

You remember the songs of spring, lifting you out of the winter doldrums with the hope of summer approaching.  Records like “Johnny Angel” (1962), “Glad All Over” (1964), “Happy Together” (1967) or “Aquarius/Let the Sunshine In” (1969).  Do any of these songs also conjure up for you their particular year?  Not necessarily the one listed in parentheses after the title above, but the grade of school you were in at the time?  Or maybe where you were, on a spring break trip, that year?  Or perhaps a person you were friends with (or if you were luckier, girlfriend or boyfriend) at the time?  Or possibly a specific location where you were when you heard the song, conceivably for the very first time?  

This is what I call “Time and Place Theory”.  And I have included those words with initial capital letters because the concept is that important.  This is the essence of top 40 radio and singles during the late 1950s and all of the 1960s.  There should be a specific image in your mind when you hear a certain “oldie”.  It is a particular moment in time, and/or a particular place.  If you didn’t hear an oldie until it became an oldie, the time doesn’t necessarily have to be the year the song was first on the radio.  The place is often in your car, but it’s also where your car was at the time.

A few examples for me:  I associate several songs from February-March of 1962 (“Duke of Earl”, etc.) with a board game I received for my 10th birthday called Roger Maris’ Action Baseball.  Whenever I hear “I Know” by Barbara George, I am transported back to the floor of my room at 854 Lafayette Avenue, where I’m playing that game during my fourth grade school year while (obviously) listening to WSAI.  

By June of 1967 my priorities had changed, and that’s why “She’d Rather Be With Me” by The Turtles can only mean the beginning of my courtship with my first long-term girlfriend (like, through all of high school).  Taking this into the summer of 1970, hearing any number of songs (“Close To You”, “Mama Told Me [Not To Come]”, “Spill The Wine”, “Ride, Captain Ride”) immediately takes me back to the fantastic six-week driving/camping trip out west with my two friends immediately following high school graduation.  And the same type of thing happens if listening to a CD or mp3 of an entire album from the late 1960s or early 1970s—suddenly I’m back in college or where/when ever.
I have always said my entire life that I don’t know (or like) much if any music after the 1970s.  This leaves me with no perspective or decent memory for things in my life that happened, say, in the 1980s or 1990s when my kids were growing up, or anything after that.  Because I have not listened to any “modern” music as an adult.  But the 1950s to 1970s music helps me remember anything from that era.  
How powerful is Time and Place?  When I was in college, I was playing my guitar and singing some oldies (well, about seven or eight years old) for some friends, and had just finished playing one of my favorite ballads, “Don’t Let The Sun Catch You Crying” by Gerry & The Pacemakers.  Suddenly my roommate, who was hardly a top 40 radio aficionado, asked, half-kiddingly, “Can you play ‘My Boy Lollipop’?”  I was completely taken aback by that request, which was not the type of song a 19 year-old male would ask for.  “What?” I inquired, astonished.  “Why that song?”  “I have no idea!” he exclaimed, sheepishly.  

So I played it (doing my best high-pitched Jamaican female impersonation of Millie Small), and then I actually had an idea.  I looked up both songs in a bootlegged pulp-paperback book I had just bought through mail-order, consisting of crudely copied pages from a typewriter (this was pre-Whitburn, of course).  That book listed every song to hit the top 100 in the 1960s, one line for each, with some basic statistics, including the week the record entered the charts.  And, sure enough, “Don’t Let The Sun Catch You Crying” and “My Boy Lollipop” hit the charts at the exact same time in 1964.  My roommate must have tied them together in his mind, having heard them back-to-back on top 40 radio in Cleveland where he grew up.  Amazing!
Here’s another example of “time and place”, dialogue from the great early 1960s-era movie (released in 1982), Diner:

Shrevie (played by Daniel Stern): Ok, now ask me what's on the flip side.
Beth (played by Ellen Barkin): Why? 
Shrevie: Just, just ask me what's on the flip side, OK? 
Beth: What is on the flip side? 
Shrevie: Hey, Hey, Hey, 1958.  Specialty Records. 
[Beth nods blankly] 
Shrevie: See? You don't ask me things like that, do you?  No!  You never ask me what's on the flip side. 
Beth: No!  Because I don't give a shit.  Shrevie, who cares about what's on the flip side about the record? 
Shrevie: I do!  Every one of my records means something!  The label, the producer, the year it was made.  Who was copying whose style... who's expanding on that, don't you understand?  When I listen to my records they take me back to certain points in my life, OK?  Just don't touch my records, ever!  You!  The first time I met you?  Modell's sister's high school graduation party, right?  1955.  And “Ain't That A Shame” was playing when I walked into the door! 

Taking Shrevie’s situation a step further, Time and Place theory also ties to records themselves, in addition to radio.  For instance, remembering the color of the record label, not necessarily the brand name of the record company.  In the 1950s and very early 1960s, Capitol Records’ 45s had purple labels with a picture of the U.S. Capitol building’s dome on it.  By the time the Beach Boys and Beatles were on Capitol, the labels were yellow and orange in a swirl pattern that mesmerized you as it spun on the record player.  In the late 60s, Capitol changed to a black label with a rainbow pattern around the outside that was equally mesmerizing.

How and why does Time and Place theory work?  How do we keep in our minds the moments and locales that we associate with songs heard 40, 50 or more years ago?  It’s probably the same explanation as why we can remember lots of things from our childhoods but can’t recall what we did yesterday or where we recently put something—because our brains were so much younger then.  They had fewer items cluttering them up, thus more space to store things like words to songs and where and with whom we were when we heard them.  The human mind is like a computer that eventually fills up its memory capacity with too many gigabytes and then starts to run more slowly.  We had less to remember and more free space back in the day.  

Today, as adults, we remember where we were and maybe even whom we were with when certain key historical events occurred.  The Kennedy assassination in 1963 (for our parents, it was Pearl Harbor in 1941); the Challenger rocket explosion in 1985; and, of course, the September 11, 2001 attacks on the World Trade Center and Pentagon.  None of these are good things.  

And some of our top 40 radio Time and Place might bring back bad memories as well (don’t ever play “Long, Long Time” by Linda Ronstadt in my presence—September, 1970, the start of college and my getting dumped—Thanks, same high school girlfriend!).  But, for the most part, what we’re taken back to when we hear a song from our youth, when we were tooling around in our cars without any real responsibilities, are good memories.

Time and Place actually helps me remember events from my childhood, teenage and college years.  Even when I just hear a song in my head (as opposed to a recording), I can associate it with a specific event or vice versa.  When I hear a 1950s to 1970s song now, or especially only a small part of a song (like when switching stations on the car radio), my first reaction is not to think of the name of the song or even the artist.  It’s when the song came out—year and particularly month.  I am such a Time and Place nut, I did the following 25+ years apart.

From 1971 to 1974, while at college with exposure to my first all-oldies station (on FM yet, so the sound quality was excellent), I used to tape the station three hours at a time without even listening to it (while sleeping or at class).  During the summer I would take home the numerous 3,600-foot four-track mono reel-to-reel tapes, each with 12 hours of music, news and commercials on them.  I would then spend days—no weeks—with two tape recorders going back and forth, editing just the music onto 1800-foot tapes, with each tape dedicated to one and only one calendar year.  So then if I wanted to transport myself back to 1962, I had maybe 120 songs from each year on a six-hour tape. I finally finished this arduous process literally the night before I left to get married in 1976.

Okay, fast-forward (pun intended) to the year 2000.  As I became an adult and as technology progressed, I always thought that someday, somehow, my favorite music would be available in my home by a means other than radio or records.  I didn’t know specifically what it would be, but I would be able order up any song I wanted to hear, however obscure.  As the years went by, I envisioned this to be some sort of wire, more like cable TV (cable radio?) than anything having to do with computers.  Of course it would have a cost associated with it.  And then along came PCs, the internet, and Napster.

So, here we are in the winter of 2000-2001, and virtually every single I ever imagined is available, via file sharing. FOR FREE!  Now, by my definition, Time and Place theory does not work in full years, like my college reel-to-reel tapes.  It works month by month, with about, oh, 25 to 30 new songs per month hitting the charts.  Using the Joel Whitburn book, Pop Annual 1955-1994 as my guide, I confirmed this number by determining that, for the 1960s, I was familiar with 300 to 350 songs per year listed in the book (25 to 30 per month).  And 25 to 30 hit singles of the 1950s or 1960s are just about the right number to fit on one 80-minute CD (that’s at two and a half to three minutes apiece).  

So this is how I spent my winter—downloading more than 3,000 songs off of Napster (thank you, file “sharees”!), and then putting them onto blank CDs, organized by month, from August of 1958 through January of 1972—the years I listened to top 40 radio.  I used other Whitburn books, with reproductions of weekly Billboard top 100 charts, to assign songs to the month they peaked on the national charts.  I now had about 150 of these CDs.  

This was before iTunes, so later in the decade I then took the CDs and copied them back onto my computer, logging in the artist, song title and of course the year and month as the “album” title.  Then eventually they went onto my iPod and iPhone in the same manner.  And that’s the way I listen to oldies now.  

When I walk the dog, when I’m doing laundry, I pull out a month from the past that’s the same month I’m currently in.  So summer songs remain summer songs and winter songs remain winter songs.  And I’m truly transported back to a singular moment, where “My Boy Lollipop” can once again immediately follow “Don’t Let the Sun Catch You Crying”.  What a way to stay young!

Time and Place Theory works in another way as well.  This is so hard to explain that I’ll just give an example.  In the late 1990s, when I happened to first hear on the radio Shania Twain’s song, “Man! I Feel Like a Woman!” the main part of the verse sounded awfully familiar.  I couldn’t place the song it reminded me of, but my warped brain immediately told me it was from late 1965.  So I simply looked up that time period in a Whitburn book, and voila!  The song it mimicked was “Round Every Corner” by Petula Clark.  Same thing happens when I hear just a snippet of any oldie—the time period comes first, then I figure out the song.


Back to the notion of your most and least favorite song for a minute.  In 1963, the song I despised more than any other was Nat “King” Cole’s “Those Lazy, Hazy, Crazy Days of Summer”.  If that song came on the radio, I (and all my friends) would scream and turn it off.  Well, once it became an oldie, it suddenly had a Time and Place associated with it—and a good time and place.  So now I’ll listen, and be taken back to that exact happy time in my life, the same as I would if I heard “Da Do Ron Ron” or “It’s My Party”.  

Hell, while I screamed when it came on the radio back then, I’ll even tolerate “Dominique” by The Singing Nun on the rare occasion that an oldies station plays it (and educate whoever is in the car with me about the musical doldrums of the time just before The Beatles).  Another great example is “Winchester Cathedral”.  For sure, I never listened to that odd #1 song in late 1966.  But now when I hear it, I’m somehow reminded of that day in November when my new Carvin guitar amp arrived from California, a bright moment in the middle of a dreary school year.
Marc Cohn (who did one of the few 1990s songs that I like, or even know, “Walking in Memphis”) put out an album in 2010 entitled Listening Booth: 1970.  This included his versions of songs released in that year, with liner notes explaining how he used to go into a record store to listen to songs before buying the records, and also how pivotal that year was in music history (again, to be covered in a later chapter).  He was 11 years old at the time.  Cohn was later quoted as saying that the music you hear when you are 11 is the most important music you hear.  No wonder I like that period of 1962-63, the time between Elvis and The Beatles, so much. 
Oldies stations sometimes advertise themselves as playing “the music you grew up with”.  This is just an offshoot of Time and Place Theory.  As an adult, don’t you want to hear the music you grew up with, rather than the music that your kids listen to?  My parents did, and I do.  It takes you back to a happy time and place.  

There was a famous cartoon in the 1950s, perhaps from the New Yorker magazine, showing an elderly couple of the future dancing to “Hound Dog” and saying, “Darling, they’re playing our song”.  This was seemingly ridiculous at the time, but it has come true!  The question is often asked, will there be oldies rap and hip hop stations in the future, which our kids will listen to?  Most likely.  In fact Sirius/XM Radio already has them.  My son, while in college in the mid-2000s (or the middle of whatever you call that first decade of the millennium!), played in a band, doing what they referred to as “Classic Rap”—stuff primarily from the 1990s.
Related to Time and Place theory is something I call “lyrics visualization” (I won’t capitalize this—it’s not as important).  Radio is a powerful medium in that it allows you to use other senses, beyond hearing, to embellish what you hear.  This is particularly true for two or three-minute songs, especially when they tell stories.  Come on—you can’t tell me you haven’t visualized, in your mind, Paul McCartney and that 17 year-old girl meeting and dancing in “I Saw Her Standing There”.  Or Johnny punching some other guy that Lesley Gore kissed in “Judy’s Turn To Cry”.  Or the desirable Mary Hill riding the merry-go-round in Billy Joe Royal’s “Cherry Hill Park.” 

By the 1980s, the advent of music videos and MTV basically obliterated this concept.  You now had actual pictures to go with your words and music.  And it had to be creative.  

Suddenly, if MTV had hypothetically featured a song like Marty Robbins’s “El Paso”, instead of showing what you pictured in your mind in 1960 (yesteryear’s horses, cantina, the girl and the gunfight), some artsy Hollywood director hired to do the music video might choose to portray a nice current travelogue for that west Texas city, film of race riots that took place there at some point in history, and/or perhaps just Marty Robbins and his guitar performing the song.  Whatever it is, this is what’s now forever stuck in your mind whenever you hear the song again, not the time and place when and where you heard it, or the old friend it reminds you of, or your own visualization of how the song plays out.  

The same thing occurs if a song later (especially much later) appears in a movie.  Try hearing Roy Orbison’s “Oh, Pretty Woman” now, without thinking about Julia Roberts.  Or The Beach Boys’ “All Summer Long” picturing anything but the credits rolling in American Graffiti.  More about all this in the later chapter on MTV, but suffice to say, video didn’t just kill the radio star.  It killed all our radio imaginations. 

So what killed AM radio as we knew it in the 1950s and 1960s?  Sure, there are still some AM oldies stations playing the same music we heard 50+ years ago (most of them ironically still at that right-hand end of the dial).  And they are (or at least start out to be) real oldies stations, playing, as some promote it, “True Oldies—The first decade of rock & roll!”  This is distinct from 21st century FM oldies stations that sneak into the 70s and even the 80s, not to mention playing “My Girl” and “Unchained Melody” at least once an hour, so it seems.  But for the most part, AM radio today is all-talk, news/sports or Hispanic and other ethnic stations (the latter also mostly at 1230+ kilohertz).

AM radio rose in the 1950s with rock & roll, and in my opinion peaked in the mid-1960s.  AM’s first downfall could have been caused by the late 1950s “payola” scandals, with disk jockeys appearing before congress for having accepted money and gifts to play records on the air.  But, really, that practice was just strict commercialism and the American free enterprise system at its finest (in any business, don’t salespeople “entertain” their customers?), even if some considered it illegal.  There were people at the time who accused the payola accusers of trying to kill all of rock & roll music, not necessarily just the vehicle that brought it to us.  AM radio survived all this, with some of the best music in rock history—the girl groups, the British Invasion, Motown, etc. (please see later chapters).  

No, what eventually killed AM radio was probably FM radio.  Clearer sound, in living stereo, album cuts, no or at least fewer commercials (for a while), and a change in our musical taste.  But AM radio’s long-term downfall was gradual and never totally complete—some listeners (like me) never left.  And this was nothing compared to rock & roll music’s first downfall in the late 1950s.  You’ll hear about that, coming up next, right after this station break and a word from our sponsors.  You’re listening to WSAI Radio, 1360 on your dial, Cincinnati.  The time is ten o’clock.  Be-e-e-e-ep!

Chapter 6

The Bobbys—Teen Idols and Other Pretenders

“Bony Maronie and Peggy Sue”—De De Dinah—as recorded by Frankie Avalon, a #7 hit in 1958

To me, “The Bobbys” is not just the plural of a popular 20th century male first name (and, for the purposes of this book, always spelled that way, not with “ies” at the end, so as not to look feminine).  It is a time period, however brief in the annals of music history, from about 1958 or 1959 through 1963, between the height of Elvis Presley and the beginning of The Beatles.  

When I taught my high school History of Rock & Roll course, I divided it into four logical time periods.  The first class (1950 to 1958) included facts and recorded music from eight rock pioneers, all of whom played guitar or piano while singing, and most of whom wrote their own songs.  I also had covered the tale of a DJ who popularized the term “rock & roll”.  After I started the second class by playing and singing the first two verses of “American Pie”, I wrote their nine names on the blackboard, exactly as follows:

Elvis Presley

Ritchie Valens

Chuck Berry

Little Richard

Eddie Cochran

Alan Freed 

Buddy Holly

Jerry Lee Lewis

Carl Perkins


I then briefly informed my students, born in the early 1970s, about the fate of each of these men in the late 1950s, as I crossed each name out.  Elvis was drafted into the Army.  Little Richard threw his jewelry into the sea in Australia, swore off rock & roll music, and became a minister.  In the key event in all of this (which the class tended to know about from 1970s and 1980s movies), Buddy Holly and Ritchie Valens died in a plane crash.  The timing of that, rock & roll’s first real tragedy (early 1959), was unfortunately perfect to officially usher in its “first downfall” (note—the Big Bopper was not big enough to make the list of nine).  Of course, “American Pie”, which I played and sang immediately prior to this exercise, was about that fateful day.  

Eddie Cochran, of “Summertime Blues” fame, died in a 1960 car accident in England (which also injured Gene Vincent, whose “Be Bop A Lula” was featured in my first class—he could have rated the tenth spot on the list).  Some students in the room knew that Jerry Lee Lewis had married his 13 year-old cousin, which essentially ostracized him from the pop charts.  They didn’t know that Chuck Berry had gone to jail in the early 1960s for violating the Mann Act—taking an under-aged girl across state lines.  

I quickly covered payola and how it helped wipe out Alan Freed, who died poor in the mid-60s; and how big a star the talented Carl Perkins might have become had he not been in a car accident of his own, on the way to New York to appear on network TV yet.  Whew!  Nine stars all knocked out of the sky in a relatively short period of time.

Elvis Presley

Ritchie Valens

Chuck Berry
Little Richard

Eddie Cochran

Alan Freed 

Buddy Holly

Jerry Lee Lewis

Carl Perkins

So, who was left?  A bunch of guys named Bobby, of course.  Now, to be a “Bobby”, you didn’t necessarily have to be named Robert.  It could be Jimmy, Johnny, Frankie, Paul, even Fabian.  Let’s take a look at some of the Bobbys, regardless of their names (but we will start with some Roberts):

The first was Bobby Darin (real name, Walden Robert Cassotto).  This guy had by far the most talent of all the Bobbys, as a singer and a musician (he used to play the piano, vibraphone and drums in his shows).  And he, too, died young, but not at the height of his career like some others.  

Nevertheless, to me, Bobby Darin was the epitome of the strictly commercial phenomenon (or at least one of the first of many of these).  He was essentially a chameleon who changed musical styles often, depending on whom he wanted to copy.  Darin started out as a true rocker, even writing his own early hits like “Splish Splash”, “Queen of the Hop” and “Dream Lover” (the first two of which used the old strictly commercial trick of lyrics mentioning previous hits, e.g., the ever-present Peggy Sue, along with Miss Molly).  And speaking of Peggy Sue, Darin also wrote “Early in the Morning”, which was covered by Buddy Holly.

Then, suddenly in 1959 (there’s that date again), Bobby Darin wanted to become Frank Sinatra.  So he did!  With a jazzy, brassy version of “Mack The Knife”.  I like to give as an example of rock’s first downfall the fact that the number one song of 1956 was “Hound Dog”, 1957 was “All Shook Up”, 1958 “At The Hop” (getting a bit wimpier but still rocking), but 1959 was “Mack The Knife” and 1960 “Theme From a Summer Place” (can you be any wimpier than having the name Percy Faith?). 

“Mack The Knife” was written in the 1920s, as part of the play Three Penny Opera, by German playwrights Kurt Weill and Bertold Brecht.  Ironically, those two later surfaced as writers of “Alabama Song” on the first Doors album.  But “Mack” had been recorded in a jazz mode earlier in the 1950s, first as an instrumental by Dixieland revivalist Turk Murphy, then in a vocal version by Louis Armstrong (in his “entertainer” persona).  A great song—don’t get me wrong—my band always lights up the crowd when we play it, with its key changes every verse and murderous plot line.  But this was about as far from “Splish Splash” as you could get.

Darin followed “Mack The Knife” with similarly snappy versions of “Beyond The Sea”, “Artificial Flowers”, and more real oldies like “Won’t You Come Home Bill Bailey?”, “Lazy River”, “You Must Have Been a Beautiful Baby” and even “Clementine” (the latter of which all of us eight year-olds knew from its being sung by one of our favorite cartoon characters, Huckleberry Hound).  What the hell happened to Bobby Darin?  

Well, he probably made a lot of money (along with his manager, Don Kirshner, later of Brill Building, Monkees, and his own 1970s TV show fame) and was very happy.  And he did come back to rock & roll by recording a great cover of “Irresistible You” in 1961, but not without riding the coattails of the utmost commercial fad ever in music, with his spoken command just before the instrumental solo, “Let’s twist awhile!”  He also wrote and sang a very original country-ish tune, “Things”, in 1962.

What this first of the Bobbys then did could be the strictly-est of the commercial-ests.  He released three consecutive singles in 1962 and 1963 that were direct copies of other popular artists and their hits at that time:  “You’re The Reason I’m Living” mimicking Ray Charles’s “I Can’t Stop Loving You”, “Eighteen Yellow Roses” sounding more like Marty Robbins than Marty Robbins, and the obvious rip-off of the biggest hit by another Bobby (Vee), “Take Good Care of My Baby”, with “Treat My Baby Good”.  

Bobby Darin then essentially disappeared from the charts until late 1966, when he reappeared as, what—a folksinger?  “If I Were a Carpenter” is a great song, and Darin later did an interesting thing with its author, Tim Hardin, by writing “Simple Song of Freedom”, with which Hardin charted in 1969.  

Darin followed “Carpenter” with his last real hit in the 1960s, another folky song, “Lovin’ You”, written by John Sebastian of The Lovin’ Spoonful.  He did have a very interesting but poor-selling single, “Me and Mr. Hohner”, which actually got some airplay on underground FM stations in 1969.  Bobby then vanished again, only to show up in 1973, of all places, hosting a variety show on network TV.  I saw his show once, and he was now wearing bell bottom jeans and a fringy (or maybe it was a jeans) jacket.  Bobby Darin was suddenly a hippie freak!!  He died of heart/infection problems later that year.

Next is Bobby Vee, who has the most interesting story of all the Bobbys, and doesn’t really get the credit due him for turning a fluke opportunity into a monster singing career.  As evidence that anything was possible in rock & roll during the late 1950s, Robert Velline was living in Fargo, fronting a band, and specializing in imitating Buddy Holly who was from Lubbock, Texas (about as far from North Dakota as you could get, at least sociologically).  The aforementioned plane crash occurred the night before Holly, Valens and their Winter Dance Party Tour were scheduled to appear in Moorhead, Minnesota, just across the Red River from Fargo.  Someone associated with the concert knew about Bobby Velline (not yet with a stage name) and his band, The Shadows, and hired them to literally replace his idol.  Velline was 15 at the time.

The rest wasn’t quite history, yet.  Vee then changed his name and recorded the very musically crude “Suzie Baby” on the small Soma label, which went to #77 nationally.  According to Vee’s website, the record went to “number one on all the local stations in the upper mid-west” (exaggeration probably, but possible, I guess, and again typical of how the local and national charts worked—the ARSA website shows it only as high as #9 in Eau Claire, Wisconsin).  Vee was then able to parlay this into a contract with the relatively large Los Angeles-based independent label, Liberty Records (home of Eddie Cochran and David Seville & The Chipmunks).  

Producer Snuff Garrett immediately had Vee cover The Clovers’ “Devil or Angel” including the patented Holly-hiccup vocal style (#6 nationally—here we go up the charts).  Next came the Gene Pitney-written “Rubber Ball”, again in a Holly approach (also #6).  Then Vee pulled a bit of a Darin and changed his style, but not too radically.  He hooked up with songwriters Gerry Goffin and Carole King for “Take Good Care Of My Baby” in mid-1961, it went to #1, and, now, the rest is history.  

Bobby Vee went on to have six more rapid-fire releases that hit the top 20 over the next 18 months.  Some of these tended to have the same feel as “Take Good Care…” (see “Punish Her” and “The Night Has a Thousand Eyes”, which has, in my opinion, the greatest drumming of any pop hit—thank you, Hal Blaine).  Others got wimpier as they went along (“Run To Him”, “Sharing You”, and especially “Charms”).  Then, like Darin, Vee disappeared from the top 40 for about four years.  He came back in 1967 with “Come Back When You Grow Up” (which gets an amazing amount of airplay today on oldies stations), and two other hits rolling into 1968 including a very adult-pop remake of Goffin and King’s “Hey Girl” in a medley with oldies stations’ most-played oldie, “My Girl” (well, maybe it’s “Unchained Melody”).

By the way, the main reason all these Bobbys (and a lot of other artists) mysteriously disappeared in the mid-sixties was, of course, the British Invasion led by The Beatles.  While I’m getting ahead of myself, it is noteworthy to mention that even Bobby Darin didn’t try what Bobby Vee did, and that’s to copy The Beatles very soon after they hit the U.S. charts.  Listen sometime to Vee’s “I’ll Make You Mine”, which even has the patented “wooo!” at the end of stanzas.  It went to #52.  The flip side, “She’s Sorry”, also rips off the Fab Four, sounding a lot like “It Won’t Be Long”.  

Bobby Vee was still performing in the second decade of the 21st century (at casinos, etc.), apparently puts on a great show, and is considered one of the nicest guys in show business.  He deserves it.  But he is another good example of going from rocker to crooner. 

Before we move on to our next Bobby, it would be remiss not to mention two other copycat cases tied to Vee.  His final hit before disappearing was “Yesterday and You.”  Written by Ross Bagdasarian (AKA David Seville of The Chipmunks fame) as the instrumental “Armen’s Theme” in the early 1950s, this song virtually mirrored Bobby Darin’s “Mack The Knife”.  Well, “Mack” didn’t start with a French-sounding accordion.  But “Yesterday…” swings, builds with key changes, adds the big band to accentuate the later verses, and then strangely fades out in the middle of repeating the first verse.  

But this tune wasn’t the only hit on the charts in late 1963 with this “Mack” formula four years late.  Bobby Darin actually had a hand in the other one, “Danke Schoen”, the first hit from then 22 year-old Wayne Newton.  Darin apparently discovered Newton and gave him this song that Bobby was supposed to record himself.  It was then produced and arranged in Darin’s own image:  2/4 “shuffle” time signature, soft first verse with minimal instrumentation, building each verse, key changes, etc.  But Wayne Newton still sounded like a 10 year-old girl.

One more strictly commercial Bobby Vee-related item is, like Elvis before him, the many sound-alikes copying Buddy Holly.  Some have direct connections to Holly, like Jimmy “Sugar Shack” Gilmer, whose Fireballs backed Buddy in recordings at Norman Petty’s Clovis, New Mexico studio.  Likewise, Bobby “I Fought The Law” Fuller was connected through Sonny Curtis of The Crickets (not an original), who wrote that song.  Check out Fuller’s remake of Holly’s “Love’s Made a Fool of You”—it’s spot on.  And let’s not forget the dyed-blonde, really long-haired British group, The Hullaballoos, and their virtually note-for-note copy of Buddy’s “I’m Gonna Love You Too”.  

Then there’s Tommy Roe, who owes his entire livelihood to Holly, based on Roe’s Buddy-esque 1962 debut “Sheila”, which went to number one (it was essentially a rewrite of “Peggy Sue”).  Tommy is a prototypical strictly commercial act, who started out rock & rolling but now even refers to himself as “bubblegum” based on his later hits.  To Roe’s credit, nothing he did after 1962 smacked of Holly, and he’s a talented musician who wrote some of his own material (Bobby Vee didn’t).  Tommy had one of those every-few-years-disappearing-act careers as well, but still had a number one hit with “Dizzy” as late as 1969, and remains on the oldies circuit today (2013).  

Buddy Holly himself even became like a Bobby toward the very end of his short career.  He clearly started as a rocker in the mid-1950s emulating Elvis.  But by the time of his death in 1959, call it wimping out or perhaps becoming more sophisticated (recording in New York), Holly’s sound was much more pop/middle-of-the-road with strings backing him on songs like “It Doesn’t Matter Anymore” and “Raining In My Heart”.

So, who were some of the other Bobbys?  The wimpiest had to be Bobby Vinton, who debuted with the number one “Roses Are Red”, actually country-ish with its Floyd Cramer style piano licks.  Cramer’s piano, as part of just about any hit song recorded in Nashville (including Elvis’s first commercial record in 1956, “Heartbreak Hotel”), was a staple on numerous late 50s/early 60s songs, in addition to his own instrumental hits.  His “slip-note” mode adorned Patsy Cline’s and Brenda Lee’s records, plus country cross-overs such as “Patches” by Dickey Lee, and even “Old Rivers” by Walter Brennan (maybe even Nat King Cole’s “Ramblin’ Rose”—who knows?).  Regarding Bobby Vinton’s first hit, I actually exchanged e-mails with its writer, Paul “Seven Little Girls Sitting in the Back Seat” Evans, who told me they purposely hired a Cramer imitator for the recording session.

Vinton then followed “Roses” with the prerequisite sound-alike follow-up that even picked up on the nursery rhyme theme, “Rain, Rain Go Away”, followed by the equally sappy “Blue on Blue” (at least it was from great songwriters, Burt Bacharach and Hal David).  Then came another themed follow-up, this time re-using a color, a remake of the early 1950s Tony Bennett hit “Blue Velvet”.  I won’t bore you with Vinton’s other hits (including his 1970s comeback replete with Polish lyrics), except to say that his remake of a 1940s ballad, “There I’ve Said It Again” is infamous for being the final national number one song immediately before “I Want To Hold Your Hand.”

I’ll hold off on Bobby Rydell until the chapter on Cameo-Parkway Records, but suffice to say Rydell, as well, started out with some rocking hits and got wimpier and wimpier (“Volare”?) and copied lots of other artists including himself.  More Bobbys named Bobby?  By the way, we’re only talking white ones, so no Bobby “Blue” Bland or Bobbys Day, Freeman or Moore with his Rhythm Aces.  Or Bobby Lewis, although he had one of the most blatant sound-alike follow-ups with “One Track Mind” after the number one (for the year of 1961) “Tossin’ and Turnin’, complete with copied solo featuring a sax and David Seville-ish octave-higher trumpet (or was it a voice?) in unison.

But how about Bobby Sherman?  A bit later than the true “Bobbys” era, Sherman was a very good-looking guy who started as a regular singer on the Shindig! TV show in 1964.  He did not have hit records then, so few knew who he was unless you regularly watched the show like I did (Hey—my all-time favorite, Darlene Love, was a regular too).  Then (do I detect a Bobby pattern here?) Bobby Sherman disappeared for a few years, only to be brought back into the public eye as an actor on the TV show, Here Come The Brides, in 1969.  By this time, TV executives had seen the power of the medium (as in The Monkees before, and The Partridge Family after), and Sherman became a legitimate recording star.  It was hardly rock & roll (“Easy Come, Easy Go”, “Julie Do Ya Love Me?” etc.), but it leaves him with the distinction of being the last real Bobby.

And I won’t even go into Bobby Goldsboro.  What a wimp.  Period.  End of conversation.  But before we leave Shindig!, it must be noted that radio wasn’t the only medium with copycat content.  TV did it for years, with various westerns, cartoons, etc.  So it was only natural that Bobby Sherman’s show, Shindig! on ABC, was quickly followed by NBC’s Hullabaloo! (even with the same exclamation point!).  Both of these programs gave all of us ample opportunity to see our heroes in person, and they usually were performing live, as opposed to lip-synching (or, as it was called back then, pantomiming), which is what they typically did on Dick Clark’s American Bandstand.

So, who were some of the other Bobbys not named Bobby?  Most of them were, at some point, referred to as “teen idols”.  They tried to look like Elvis (at least in the hair) but, following more in the tradition of Pat Boone, didn’t sound like The King or even like rock and roll singers.  Let’s see, in somewhat chronological order, there’s (deep breath):  Tommy Sands, Paul Anka, Freddy Cannon, Frankie Avalon, Fabian, Johnny Preston, Jimmy Clanton, Neil Sedaka, Johnny Tillotson, Gene Pitney, Del Shannon, James Darren, plus some true one-hit wonders with intriguing names like Rod Lauren, Buzz Clifford and Troy Shondell. (We’ll leave Johnny Mathis out of this; true, he was a wimp—actually gay, but black, too good a singer, and he never rocked or even tried to.)  

A couple of the aforementioned had real talent.  Anka, Sedaka, Pitney and Shannon wrote some of their own material, wrote hits for others (like “My Way” and the Johnny Carson Tonight Show Theme by Anka), and the first two had staying power (or at least comebacks) well into the 1970s.  Avalon remained strictly commercial, as a lead actor in the Beach Party series of movies in the mid-sixties (along with Annette Funicello, another TV-star-turned-singer creation, this time from Disney).  Darren (interestingly named after a Bobby’s last, not first, name) remained a movie and TV actor through the 1980s. 

However, Fabian was the ultimate in commercial exploitation.  He was a great looking 15 year-old when Avalon’s manager, Bob Marcucci, discovered him sitting outside his row house in South Philadelphia.  He had a flat singing voice with about a four-note range.  They gave him some of the best songwriters of the day, who apparently wrote with that limited range in mind, and he had three top ten hits.  But what could have been a more flagrant rip-off of that which came before him than Fabian’s #9 hit in 1959, “Hound Dog Man”?  (From the movie of the same name, starring guess who?)  Doc Pomus and Mort Shuman, as great composers, you ought to be ashamed of yourselves!  

If you want to see a somewhat over-the-top fictional depiction of how teen idols like Fabian were made, check out the 1980s movie The Idolmaker.  Peter Gallagher plays the role of a good-looking waiter who had never sung before, taken under the wing of a manager (played by Ray Sharkey).  The singer is promoted so well, he can’t even finish the first song at his first concert before the girls rip his clothes off.  There are lots of other sub-plots (including Maureen “Marsha Brady” McCormick as a teen magazine reporter), and the film ends similarly to this book—with the manager becoming a soft rock singer-songwriter in the early 1970s, backed by his writing partner (Joe Pantoliano in an early role).  Great flick.

I will detach from this group Dion, who lasted far longer than the average Bobby not named Bobby.  With and without the Belmonts, Dion had some great truly-rocking hits (“Teenager in Love”, “Runaround Sue”, “The Wanderer”).  He never wimped out.  But in typical Bobby fashion, he went away for several years (due to drugs?) before showing up out of nowhere in 1968 with the incredibly moving “Abraham, Martin and John” (one of three songs that give me the chills whenever I hear them—the other two are rock/pop Christmas songs).

I’ll also set aside one of my all-time heroes, Ricky Nelson (later Rick—my son was at least in part named after him).  Unlike TV or movie stars who then dabbled in top 40 music (Tab Hunter, Tony Perkins, Edd “Kookie” Byrnes), Eric Hilliard Nelson was the real deal in all media, starting as a child actor on his parents’ radio, then TV show, The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet.  Most rock music fans know this story—Ricky wanted to impress a girl who liked Elvis, so he lied and said he had a record coming out.  Fortunately, his dad (a former big band leader) had the Hollywood wherewithal to make his son’s fib come true.  Thus Ricky had the vehicle of a highly-viewed national TV show to promote the music to a huge audience each and every week.  What a formula for success!

Also helping to make Nelson authentic was his musical accompaniment which forever ties him to Elvis.  From the start, his recordings included The Jordanaires on background vocals (same as Presley, although uncredited on Nelson’s records).  And he had the great James Burton on lead guitar—later to hold the same job for Elvis during his 1970s concert years.

Rick Nelson ended up showing the world that he had real talent as a singer, and he almost always backed himself on guitar.  In addition, he was about the best looking male ever (in my opinion), and he kept those great looks till the day he died.  And while he was, by definition (TV), commercial, he never wimped out or sold out.  He never stopped playing, evolving into one of the founders of country rock, still doing his old hits, and touring into even small venues, until the road and a plane crash killed him in 1985.  

This guy is my hero because of this, and particularly because, like me, he’s a kid from the suburbs who rocked.  And, no, as far as I know, his 1970s comeback hit “Garden Party” did not come about because the crowd was booing Rick Nelson for not playing his old hits.  They apparently were actually booing security for busting someone in the audience.  Another of rock history’s great accidents.

So, what else besides the Bobbys took place during the “time between”?  Much of it will be covered in upcoming chapters.  But to summarize the good stuff, after Elvis and Buddy, and before John and Paul, you had Brill Building pop, with both black and white artists singing some of the greatest top 40 music written by the greatest songwriting teams ever.  As an offshoot of this, you had Phil Spector producing his girl groups with the incredible “wall of sound”.  And you had the early years of Motown, before the label became sanitized in order to attract a broader (i.e., white) audience.  
On the strictly commercial side, you had the height of copycats (being more about songs than artists at this point—but just wait till the mid-60s).  You had dance crazes (see Cameo-Parkway, coming soon to a chapter near you).  And you had the folk music movement, on the leading edge of American liberalism.

All of this happened in the early sixties.  1961 and 1962 had to be the most eclectic period ever in terms of top 40 radio.  At any one time on the survey (and at the top of the charts) you could have rock & roll, adult pop, doo-wop, blues, jazz, folk, country, even classical music, with probably the most even mix of black and white, male and female artists, plus vocals and instrumentals.  As an example, here are some songs that were on the charts in mid-1961:

· “Apache” by Jorgan Ingman (instrumental, from Europe yet)

· “Tonight (Could Be The Night)” by The Velvets (doo-wop, even including those exact phrases in the lyrics)

· “Every Beat of My Heart” by Gladys Knight & The Pips (early Motown-style soul)

· “Asia Minor” by Kokomo (one of several rock instrumentals from that period based on symphony music)

· “Quarter To Three” by Gary “U.S. Bonds (raunchy southern soul)

· “That Old Black Magic” by Bobby Rydell (trying to be either Bobby Darin or Louis Prima)

· “I Fall To Pieces” by Patsy Cline (as country crossover as you can get)

· “Raining In My Heart” by Slim Harpo (blues, with harmonica)

· “My Kind of Girl” by Matt Monro (Sinatra-styled vocal, from England)

· “But I Do” by Clarence “Frogman” Henry (New Orleans pop with horns)

· “Hey Little Devil” by Neil Sedaka (wimpy white male pop, newly written)

· “Together” by Connie Francis (wimpy white female pop, written in the 1920s)

The fall of 1962 was similar, with “Ramblin’ Rose” by Nat “King” Cole, “Sliver Threads and Golden Needles” by The Springfields, “Surfin’ Safari” by The Beach Boys, “The Lonely Bull” by The Tijuana Brass and “Desafinado” by Stan Getz & Charlie Byrd all in the top 20 at about the same time.  And then there’s 1963.  This is where things really started to wimp out, almost in unknown anticipation of what was about to happen—the proverbial bottom of the cycle immediately before the “British Invasion”.  Here are the last six Billboard number one hits prior to “I Want to Hold Your Hand”, starting in September, 1963 through January, 1964 (and if I went back a bit further, this list would include “Sukiyaki” by Kyu Sakamoto):

· “Blue Velvet” by Bobby Vinton (the wimpiest—see above)

· “Sugar Shack” by Jimmy Gilmer & The Fireballs (wimpy white rock) 

· “Deep Purple” by Nino Tempo & April Stevens (written in the 1930s, introduced by the Paul Whiteman Orchestra)

·  “I’m Leaving It Up To You” by Dale & Grace (bad country crossover)

· “Dominique” by The Singing Nun (Belgian/French folk music, and in the 21st century we’d respond “WTF??!!??”)

· “There I’ve Said It Again” by Bobby Vinton (the wimpiest…again, written in the 1940s as a hit for Vaughan Monroe)

Coincident with this specific time period, the hopes of all youth who listened to top 40 radio were shattered by several bullets in Dallas on November 22, 1963.  My addiction to WSAI played a part in communicating the news—I had my transistor radio at school in my desk that Friday afternoon when the shooting was announced, and the teacher even allowed me to play it for the whole class to get the details.  The assassination of President John F. Kennedy changed our country in ways we cannot even now imagine.  But it also had extensive effects on what we heard on the radio, shorter-term and particularly longer-term.  

Immediately after the story broke, top 40 rock & roll stations didn’t know what to do.  Should they go with all news?  Should they play any music at all, particularly rock & roll?  Should they go off the air entirely?  Here’s what I remember from that time:  “Since I Fell For You” by Lenny Welch.  That’s it.  That’s my Time and Place, sort of in reverse.  

When I think back to December of 1963, when The Singing Nun ruled the charts for four weeks (and kept “Louie, Louie” stuck at #2), my brain tells me that WSAI and WCPO played Lenny Welch’s ballad over and over and over again, to the exclusion of all other songs (well, maybe they snuck “Dominique” in there every once in a while, and if I think really hard I do get a glimmer of The Angels’ “Thank You and Goodnight”).  Now I know this isn’t what really happened, but I do recall the removal from the play list of anything that even vaguely rocked.  So, no more “Be True To Your School”, “Crossfire!” (with that great bass line), “Louie, Louie” (no wonder it never made number one!), or even “The Boy Next Door”.

How long did this go on?  I really don’t remember, but I can tell you this:  Nothing could have set up this country better for the advent of The Beatles.  It’s a hypothesis that others have written—the U.S. was in such doldrums after the JFK assassination that we needed a lift such as that which John, Paul, George and Ringo then provided in early 1964.  But I prefer to tie the theory more to the music itself (and not just that the timing killed the sales of Phil Spector’s album “A Christmas Gift For You” or caused The Raindrops to have to pull their single, “That Boy John”, just after its release).  
The Beatles and their incredibly different sound arrived right smack dab in the middle of doldrums all right—radio doldrums.  All Lenny Welch, all the time!

Chapter 7

Let’s Twist Again, And Again, And Again, And…—Cameo-Parkway Records

“Waddle, hey it’s like the Popeye, every dance is the same”—The Popeye Waddle—as recorded by Don Covay, a #75 hit in 1962, on Cameo Records

Okay, time out.  A very long time out.  Before we get to The Beatles and rest of the Brits who invaded (and wimped out), and all those who followed/imitated them, let’s take a couple of steps back and cover one of the major inspirations for this book.  As far as I know, there has not been a book focusing on Cameo-Parkway Records.  Jim Dawson, co-author of What Was The First Rock & Roll Record, also wrote a book entitled The Twist which certainly covers this Philadelphia label and its role in that dance craze.  But the record company is so much more than that.  

It’s virtually every dance craze from the 1960s.  It’s hit records and sound-alike follow-ups at their finest (or worst).  It’s hits that blatantly copy—no steal—hits from other labels’ artists.  In summary, Cameo-Parkway is the most strictly commercial entity that I can think of among the many components of this phenomenon in top 40 music.  The ultimate is all of the C-P songs that reference that label’s (and other labels’) previous songs—what you could call the bandwagon effect.  Remember that last record you just bought, or at least liked?  Well in case you forgot, we’ll just remind you by mentioning it in this new record!

Cameo-Parkway was really two separate labels, Cameo and Parkway, with different artists on each.  This is the way Atlantic was with its Atco label, and Motown with Tamla and other monikers.  There was never a product called, literally, “Cameo-Parkway” any more than there was ever a car called a “Lincoln-Mercury”.  

Cameo Records started in Philadelphia in the mid-1950s, and the company introduced the Parkway label after a few years.  Among its major acts, Bobby Rydell, The Orlons and Dee Dee Sharp were on Cameo, Chubby Checker (by far the company’s most commercial success) and The Dovells on Parkway.  Of interest, given how segregated some independent record labels were with regard to their artists, Rydell and The Dovells were white, Checker, Sharp and The Orlons were black. 

The label’s majority owner was Bernie Lowe (born Bernard Lowenthal), a Juilliard-trained pianist and former musical director for the Miss America pageant and on the Paul Whiteman-hosted TV Teen Club (an early-day predecessor to American Bandstand—in fact Dick Clark was an announcer on the show).  A portion of the material in this chapter comes from a personal interview by phone with Lynne Lowe Jacobus, Bernie Lowe’s daughter.  According to his daughter, Lowe played piano on all the C-P records.  He received (or took) credit for writing some of the music, such as it was, and much of it was “borrowed” from earlier rock & roll hits.  

Kal Mann (real name Kalman Cohen) was a minority stockholder in the label, owned the publishing company for most of the songs, was a record producer, and more the lyricist in the songwriting teams (again, such as the lyrics were).  He has more writing credits on C-P hits than anyone, because the music credit was split between Lowe and Dave Appell.  Appell was a guitarist-bassist and musical arranger on the records.  He was also kind enough to participate in a phone interview with me shortly before his 90th birthday in 2012.  

I asked Lynne Jacobus why, partway through the labels’ string of hits, her father’s name suddenly disappeared as a writer, replaced by Dave Appell’s.  “Hel-LO…” (with a huge accent on the second syllable), was her response.  “My dad gave Kal Mann all the publishing rights because he (Bernie) owned the record company, was making a lot of money, and felt guilty.  He could have listed himself as a writer.  But he owned the record company.  Kal was only a lyricist, and not much of one.  (Author’s note—Now there’s an understatement!)  He was very opportune.  My dad let other people tell him what to do.”

Lynne then confirms what I suspected all along, particularly after that fateful day in 1977 (from the Preface to this book) when I met Kal Mann and he seemed embarrassed to talk about the Cameo-Parkway days.  “To this day I realize that my dad could have done so much more, to take advantage of the position he was in.  My father’s major motivation in life was to make money.  The music was secondary.  It was a means to an end.  That’s what led to the Cameo-Parkway formula.  My dad was the best imitator in the record business.  (In response to how long it took to write a song) Not long.  It was ‘Let’s get this out’”.

There is so much Cameo-Parkway copycat stuff here that I almost don’t know where to start or how to organize it.  Either chronologically or by artist is probably the best way.  I’ll try and do both.  So, with the help of Mr. Whitburn and Billboard (along with another fantastic website, www.musicvf.com), let’s go twistin’ (never with a “g” at the end!) through the late 1950s and early 1960s with Bernie, Kal, Dave, Chubby, Bobby, Dee Dee and the gang.

Right out of the gate Lowe and Mann set the trend for imitation, if not plagiarism.  Cameo-Parkway’s first national hit of note, in 1957, was “Butterfly” by Charlie Gracie, who was a guitar-playing weak attempt at an Elvis clone.  Ironically, the song became an even bigger hit when covered by pop crooner Andy Williams early in his career.  It is well chronicled as well as confirmed to me by Bernie Lowe’s daughter, “Everything was a copy.  ‘Butterfly’ was a direct copy of ‘Singing The Blues’”. The latter song to which she refers was a number one hit in 1956 by Guy Mitchell.  It had been produced by none other than Mitch Miller, a man who hated rock & roll, as an early effort to copy Elvis Presley (and, of course, make money).

In 1957, Presley was not yet so untouchable that Bernie Lowe could not get him a song.  So Bernie and Kal Mann wrote “(Let Me Be Your) Teddy Bear”, released by The King on RCA Victor records.  It became Elvis’s sixth number one record over the course of a little more than a year.  According to his daughter, this is the only song of Bernie’s that is “collecting big royalties.”

At that time, Lowe and Mann had written as many number one hits (one) for Elvis as had the eventually infinitely more famous songwriting team of Jerry Leiber and Mike Stoller, who had written “Hound Dog”.  And “Teddy Bear” was actually a reasonably original tune.  Well, unless you count Charlie Gracie’s next record on the Cameo label, “Fabulous”, which sounded, well, a lot like “Teddy Bear” (and even more like “Don’t Be Cruel”, and was co-written by Kal Mann under a pseudonym, but not with Bernie Lowe or Dave Appell).  Like the chicken and the egg, I’m not sure which song came first, but does it really matter?  Most of these songs were just blues-based tunes anyway.

Charlie Gracie then faded into the oblivion of all Elvis imitators, and Cameo’s next star was Bobby Rydell.  This Bobby was discovered by Lowe after winning an amateur contest to become a regular on TV Teen Club as a pre-teen in the early 1950s.  Bernie changed the boy’s name from Robert Ridarelli, and then Lowe and Mann kicked off Rydell’s career by writing him one of the greatest copycat songs ever, “Kissin’ Time.”  Where do I start?  

Well, the music is a virtual rip-off from Chuck Berry’s “Sweet Little Sixteen”, four years before Beach Boy Brian Wilson also stole it, to the point of having to eventually list Chuck’s name as a co-writer on “Surfin’ USA”.  The lyrics are reminiscent of “Sweet Little Sixteen” as well, with that great strictly commercial trick of naming cities across the U.S.A. where they are doing “it” (really rockin’, kissin’, surfin’ and of course, doin’ the latest dance, especially [in about a year] twistin’!).  I suppose the theory here was that kids in these cities would then buy the record, which explains Boston, Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, St. Louis and other major league cities in Berry’s case, but Wildwood?  Obviously this New Jersey shore town was near and dear to Kal Mann’s heart, even deserving of its own entire Bobby Rydell song a few years later.  

Finally, to pile on the Cameo-Parkway trademark, as the cherry on top, “Kissin’ Time” mentions all or part of the following song titles that had just been at or near the height of the charts:  “Lipstick on Your Collar”, “Kisses Sweeter Than Wine”, and the two clinchers, “The Battle of New Orleans” and “Waterloo”.  The first two songs, fine, but what does that third one have to do with kissing—er, kissin’?  “Waterloo” (like “Battle…”, a recent country crossover hit) was thrown into the long list of cities—I’m, not sure if they meant Belgium or Iowa.   This initial success from Cameo-Parkway’s glory days of the late 1950s and early 1960s may actually have been the epitome of the formula Lynne Lowe mentioned.  It clearly was the prototype, setting the tone for things to come.

Rydell’s next two singles continued the pattern.  “We Got Love” (also written by Lowe and Mann) was one of Rydell’s more original tunes, although it did vaguely borrow the “one…two…three” lead-in to each line from The Moonglows’ “The Ten Commandments of Love”.  The next release was a double-sided hit.  

On one side you had “Wild One” (Appell, Lowe & Mann), whose intro conjured up Freddy Cannon’s “Way Down Yonder in New Orleans”.  “Wild One”, as Appell has admitted, had its chords taken from the old Bing Crosby tune, “Ida Sweet As Apple Cider”.  Dave even hummed the tune on the phone to me!  
On the flip side was “Little Bitty Girl”, written by Clint Ballard, Jr. and Fred Tobias, who also wrote “Good Timin’” by Jimmy Jones (and Ballard wrote Wayne Fontana & The Mindbenders’ “The Game of Love” and Betty Everett’s/Linda Rondtadt’s “You’re No Good” by himself).  “Little Bitty Girl” was essentially Bobby Darin’s “Dream Lover” with new lyrics.  Both songs had “waah-ooo” and “yay-yay” background vocals and a muted electric guitar playing broken chords (virtually the same chords), plus the prerequisite key change for the last verse.  

Like Darin, Rydell stayed a rocker for about his first year on the charts, including his next hit, “Swingin’ School” (Appell, Lowe & Mann).  This one was actually fairly original in its sound (with some horn parts reminiscent of “Wild One”), although dominated by female background singers who were, well, wimpy.  Then Bobby himself wimped out, with “Sway”, a calypso, a bit too late to cash in on the Harry Belafonte craze of the late 1950s, but mentioning “cha-lypso” from “At The Hop” (although on a different label, Danny & The Juniors and their co-writer/producer Artie Singer were part of that same Philly scene).  Rydell then went the complete Darin route with a swing version of “Volare” covering that 1958 Italian ballad, and “That Old Black Magic” (not necessarily wimpy, but certainly not rock & roll, or even Louis Prima-esque).  

In the midst of all this, the Cameo folks did not disappoint, releasing Rydell’s “Good Time Baby” with its sax riff (and entire feel) lifted straight from “New Orleans” by Gary “U. S.” Bonds, a hook that also somehow then snuck its way into “That Old Black Magic”.  (More later about this crazy relationship between Cameo-Parkway and Bonds, who dared to directly challenge C-P, including Rydell, in his song, “Copy Cat”.)  “Good Time Baby” may have also been the first song after it to mention the Twist.  The important thing to remember is that all of these Bobby Rydell hits came right on the heels of the songs they mimicked, by only one or at most two months—some charting even before the stolen-from songs had themselves even exited the charts.  Cameo-Parkway was a hit factory well in advance of Motown.

In mid-1961, the epi-center of Rydell’s four-year top 40 run, the thievery continued.  Let’s see—there was “The Fish” (a new dance), filched almost note for note from The Shirelles’ recent hit, “Mama Said”.  A few months later, “I Wanna Thank You” totally copped the feel of 1958’s “Don’t You Just Know It” by Huey “Piano” Smith & The Clowns.  The summer of 1962 actually brought the relatively original sounding tango, “I’ll Never Dance Again”, wimpy—yes, and co-written not by the Cameo-Parkway team but by two great composers, Barry Mann and Tony Hatch (under the pseudonym Mark Anthony).  

Next, in the fall, came one of the most obvious rip-offs of all time, “The Cha-Cha-Cha”, which essentially added lyrics to that summer’s big instrumental hit, “Rinky Dink” by Dave “Baby” Cortez (which, in turn, stole from “Love Is Strange” by Mickey & Sylvia).  And the words (of course) reference Rydell’s earlier “Sway”.  
Kal Mann and Dave Appell then copied at least the title from their label’s first ever hit, with “Butterfly Baby”, followed by the previously alluded-to “Wildwood Days”—for once a truly unique sounding (and rocking—great Hammond organ!) song for Rydell, focusing on the fun of going “down the (Jersey) shore”—a true Philadelphia expression.  Of course, the words also mentioned kissin’ time, twisting again and party lights—all from other songs including Rydell’s own (plus a line from a Chubby Checker song of the previous year—please see later).  

Bobby’s last top 40 record (and his second biggest seller of all), in 1963, was the super-wimpy “Forget Him”, written by Hatch/Anthony, the Brit who then went on to write virtually all of Petula Clark’s hits.  But that wasn’t the last we heard from Bobby Rydell.  Going out with a bang, his swan song was actually one of the last true cover records of the rock era.  

You see, it was now 1964, the first wave of the British Invasion.  So Cameo-Parkway quickly hustled out Rydell’s version of Peter & Gordon’s first hit, “World Without Love”, written by John Lennon and Paul McCartney (who was dating Peter Asher’s sister Jane at the time).  In fact, so fast were the C-P folks that Rydell’s and Peter & Gordon’s version both entered the Billboard charts the same week.  And this Bobby did what another Bobby (Vee) had done a few months earlier, by trying to copy the Brits’ inflections with his cockney pronunciation of the word “lock”.  But the clincher, as if the Cameo-Parkway powers-that-be wanted to make sure we remembered what they stood for, was the incongruous three-syllable refrain at the very end of the song:  “For-get him”, sung by the female back-ups in the exact same melody as recorded the year before.  Whew!

Let’s move on to Chubby Checker, without a doubt Cameo-Parkway’s biggest star and someone who could give Bobby Rydell a run for his money as a record robber.  It is thus apropos that the former Ernest Evans, a teen-aged chicken-plucker at a South Philadelphia market, started his singing career literally as a mimic.  His first record, “The Class”, featured impersonations of Fats Domino, Elvis and others.  

This book has barely mentioned Dick Clark, so far.  He was strictly commercial for sure, but in a different sense from the premises here.  Lynne Lowe Jacobus states, “If you lived in Philly and were close to Dick Clark, that’s all it took in those days.”  

“The Class” was actually a by-product of a Dick Clark project—an audio Christmas card for his record industry friends, with Chubby doing those impersonations.  Clark, of course, was headquartered in Philadelphia at the time, hosting American Bandstand nationally on ABC-TV.  His wife gave Checker his stage name, patterning it after Fats Domino.  “The Class” barely dented the national top 40 in 1959.  But what happened the following year was a lesson in how to guarantee a hit record, at a time when there was no better way than to get it played on Clark’s nationally-aired American Bandstand.

There are many conflicting versions of how Chubby Checker’s recording of “The Twist” came to be, and came to be a number one hit, but they all involve Dick Clark.  The most common story has Clark making a deal with Hank Ballard and King Records, the writer/original artist and record company/publisher of “The Twist”.  That record was first released in 1959, not even showing up on the pop charts (#16 on the R&B charts).  A year later it was re-released, rising to #28 pop and #6 R&B.  So, naturally, Cameo-Parkway had to cover it.  Since Checker was such a good impressionist, they got him to mimic Ballard’s vocal performance, and the band (led by Dave Appell) stole the King Records arrangement virtually note-for-note.  

Dick Clark testified before Congress that he never took payola to play a record on his show.  Technically, this was probably correct.  But he did engage in similar-type “bribery”, and made a ton of money on the side, by having partial publishing rights and other interests with various record companies (including part ownership of a record pressing plant), particularly those in Philadelphia.  Cameo-Parkway was no exception.  

So, it would be in Clark’s best interest (and a conflict of interest it was!) to have Checker’s, not Ballard’s, version of “The Twist” played on Bandstand.  The deal was this:  C-P would record and release Checker’s “Twist”, Clark would play Checker’s and not Ballard’s version, but would also play Ballard’s follow-up record, “Finger Poppin’ Time”.  Apparently that’s what happened, and if the rest was ever history, this is the prime example from the record business (history being that from this point forward, thanks to the Twist, couples barely ever fast-danced touching each other again).    

But Lynne Jacobus told me a different story.  Plain and simple, Dick Clark did not want Hank Ballard performing “The Twist” on his show, because Ballard and his group, The Midnighters, were “too black for me to put on my show” (well, in those days, he would have said “Negro” or “colored”, even “dark”).  Interestingly, unlike most cover record artists, Checker was not white.  Dick Clark was smart enough to know that a white person could not do justice to the Ballard tune.  

Checker was (as we would say it now) African-American.  But the chubby one was a light-skinned Negro, and that was a look more acceptable for Clark’s lily-white audience across the country compared to the much darker-skinned Hank Ballard.  Also interesting is the hypocrisy that in recent years Clark has been praised for Bandstand being a leader in integration, televising blacks and whites dancing on the same floor (albeit not together as partners).  But I love Lynne’s description, “Chubby Checker was a fabricated, acceptable Hank Ballard.”

The Cameo-Parkway recording of the new dance got the airplay, Checker lip-synced “The Twist” on Bandstand, Clark played it every day, and it went to number one on the pop charts in the late summer of 1960.  Hank Ballard picked up writer’s royalties, and King Records had the publishing rights, so everyone should have been reasonably happy.  Ballard had a couple more hits (including “Let’s Go, Let’s Go, Let’s Go” and its prerequisite follow-up, “Let’s Go Again”), but was essentially never heard from again.  

On the other hand, Chubby Checker, under the strictly commercial guidance of Cameo-Parkway Records’ management and its commitment to now invent and release new dance record after new dance record, had a string of 19 more top 40 hits, through mid-1965.  And practically every one of them was an extension of some other record that had been a hit in the very recent past.  The first one was C-P’s initial attempt at popularizing the next dance craze after the Twist, but this was not a new dance.  “The Hucklebuck” (dance and song) had been around since the late 1940s, and Chubby’s version of it peaked at #14 in late 1960.  

His next release, however, went to the top of the charts in early 1961.  “Pony Time” was written by Don Covay, a Cameo artist who’s quoted at the start of this chapter.  Parts of “Pony Time” sounded a lot like Hank Ballard & The Midnighters’ “Sexy Ways”, as well as “The Twist”.  There was a great hook in the background vocals, singing “Boogety-boogety-boogety-boogety-shoo!”  It also had Chubby borrowing his “ee-yaw” exclamation from “The Twist”, which, in turn, had been stolen from (who else?) Hank Ballard.
The Pony was, of course, a new dance, which could be performed with a partner or in a “big boss line”—perhaps the first hit song to mention this strange term.  I asked Lynne Jacobus the question for which I was unable get an answer from Kal Mann in 1977.  How did her dad and the others at Cameo-Parkway come up with these new dances like the Pony, Fly, Mashed Potato, Watusi, etc., and the songs that popularized them to the world?  

She said they would typically get a call from a local DJ the day after a record hop, telling them about a dance they’d seen kids do at the hop.  The songwriters might then go to another hop in the area to see the dance, or they might just know the name of the dance (made up by the kids) having not even seen it, or they might give an unnamed dance a name that made sense (e.g., “The Bristol Stomp”—see later in this chapter).  
Then Lowe or Appell would write a hit record in about an hour (usually blues-based or the popular C-A minor-F-G chord progression of the time), with Kal Mann adding those simplistic lyrics he was so ashamed of in later life.  However, in researching this book, I did find that some of these Cameo-Parkway dance songs were not even the first records to hit the charts that mentioned the particular dances.   
Checker’s next song was a relatively minor hit at #24, “(Dance The) Mess Around”.  Apparently those parentheses in the title were necessary in the early 60s, and Mann’s lyrics were full of double entendres.  They were also full of every teen dance known to mankind up to that point, referencing Chubby’s previous Twist, Hucklebuck and Pony, plus the Shimmy, Stroll, Slop and Chicken.  In addition, the words (intentionally or otherwise) previewed no less than four upcoming C-P dance records:  Cha-Cha-Cha, Wah-Watusi, Hully Gully Baby and Birdland.  Plus, mentioned in the record were previous hit tune characters Mr. Lee, Stagger Lee and Henry, and the line, “Save the last dance for me”.  Also sung were both of the hooks from Chubby’s biggest hits to date (“boogety-shoo” from Pony Time and “round and around” from The Twist).  All in 2 minutes and 22 seconds.  Once again…Whew!

Perhaps this was too much for one song.  So, what do you do next if you’re Cameo-Parkway?  You go back to your bread and butter, with “Let’s Twist Again”.  Two facts take C-P somewhat off the hook here.  

First, this was not rock & roll’s first “sequel” record akin to the movie sequels that have dominated the silver screen ad nauseam since the 1970s.  That practice began back in the 1950s with songs like “I Shot Mr. Lee”, “Bo Diddley” and all its sound-alike follow-ups, Buddy Holly’s “Peggy Sue Got Married”, and of course Hank Ballard’s early 1950s “Annie” series where she “works”, has a baby, and an Aunt Fannie.  

Second, this Twist follow-up was not a sound-alike to the original.  It was a C-Am-F-G type tune whereas “The Twist” was a blues.  Okay, it did have the “round and around” lyric.  And it only had one verse, repeated twice (testimony to Kal Mann’s lack of creativity, desire to get it done quickly, or just laziness?).  In fact, according to Lynne Lowe Jacobus, her little sister Judy, age 11 at the time, came up with the spoken middle interlude, “Who’s that flying up there?  Is it a bird?  No!  Is it a plane?  No!  Is it a twister?  Yeah!!!”  And Chubby’s back in the top ten at #8.  

Lynne, herself, made tremendous contributions to the C-P hit parade.  From the liner notes from the 4-CD box set, Cameo Parkway 1957-1967 (finally released in 2005):
Lynne Lowe had the coolest job in the world, and she didn’t get paid a dime to do it.  Not that she minded – any high-schooler would have cheerfully taken the gig.  Lynne was a hit-picker, charged with deciding which records teenage America would buy next.  In the late 1950s and early ‘60s, this was a much bigger deal than flipping burgers.  Several times a month, Lynne’s father would bring home a freshly minted recording that his company was considering for release.  Lynne, often in tandem with her younger sister, Judy, would give it a spin.  If Lynne liked what she heard, Dad might be more apt to send the new production off to the pressing plant and out to the record shops.
The winter of 1961-62 brought Chubby Checker and Cameo-Parkway a windfall it could not possibly have imagined.  First there was another top 10 dance hit, “The Fly” (written by “At The Hop” composers John Madera and Dave White, featuring the buzzing sound-effect of an electric shaver, and sounding a lot like “The Twist”).  Then, guess what record made its way back onto the charts and hit number one again in January of 1962?  “The Twist”!  How did this happen?  We can blame New York City and The Peppermint Lounge.  According to Wikipedia:

As the Twist craze hit in 1960-1961, celebrities swarmed into the Peppermint Lounge: Audrey Hepburn, Truman Capote, Marilyn Monroe, Judy Garland, Liberace, Noel Coward, Frank Sinatra, Norman Mailer, Annette Funicello, even the elusive Greta Garbo, to dance to the house band Joey Dee & The Starliters.  Jackie Kennedy was such an enthusiast that she arranged for a temporary “Peppermint Lounge” to be mounted in the White House.

Yes, the Twist was a craze—clearly one of the biggest fads ever to hit this country.  Suddenly, everyone and their brother released a record with the word “twist” in the title.  The next number one after “The Twist” in 1962 was Joey Dee & The Starliters’ “Peppermint Twist”.  To name some other hits from that year, there was Bill Black’s Combo with “Twist-Her”, Sam Cooke’s “Twistin’ The Night Away”, King Curtis playing “Soul Twist”, Gary U.S. Bonds and “Dear Lady Twist”, and of course “Twist and Shout” by The Isley Brothers.

There were also vague references like Jimmy Soul’s “Twistin’ Matilda”. Produced by Frank Guida (the same guy who was behind Gary “U.S.” Bonds), this was a soulful version of the calypso song made famous in the late 1950s by Harry Belafonte.  The song’s lyrics had nothing to do with the twist.  But then, there was a lot of back and forth between Guida/Bonds and the Cameo-Parkway gang.  

Another was “Percolator (Twist)” by Billy Joe & The Checkmates.  This instrumental was literally strictly commercial, since it was lifted from a Maxwell House coffee TV ad, but it also piled on the hype with the parenthetical reference to the latest dance trend.  Shameless trivial tangent:  Other later hits taken from commercials include “No Matter What Shape (Your Stomach’s In)” by The T-Bones (Alka-Seltzer, 1966), the “Dis-Advantages of You” by The Brass Ring (Benson & Hedges cigarettes, 1967) and The Carpenters’ “We’ve Only Just Begun” (Crocker National Bank, 1970).

As noted earlier, Bobby Darin squeezed in the command, “Let’s twist awhile!” before the instrumental break in his early 1962 version of “Irresistible You”.  And even Frank Sinatra, Count Basie, The Chipmunks and poet Rod McKuen got into the act, with “Ev’rybody’s Twistin’”, “The Basie Twist”, “The Alvin Twist”, and “Oliver Twist”, respectively.

For Cameo-Parkway, all this was a license to steal, literally.  So, quickly (of course), they recorded and released Chubby’s next single, “Slow Twistin’” (again, never a “g” at the end of that word).  This #3 hit was another blues-based tune, featuring background vocals and chorus harmony by Dee Dee Sharp (as yet un-billed on the record label).  For some reason, Kal Mann used a pseudonym, Jon Sheldon, for his writer’s credit on this song and a few others.  I don’t understand why—this was one of his most original lyrical efforts, with not one reference to a previous record.  On second thought, maybe that is why.  More on Dee Dee a bit further in this chapter (and I apologize here for its ridiculous length, but, hey, Cameo-Parkway is the embodiment of strictly commercial!).


The Chubster’s next release, in the summer of 1962, was “Dancin’ Party” (there’s that hanging—er, hangin’ letter G again!).  This Appell-Mann classic (I’m kidding!) was so close to the previous summer’s “Quarter To Three” by Gary U.S. Bonds that it was the impetus for Bonds’s song “Copy Cat” (and a lawsuit) a couple of months later.  More about that coming up as well.  But it’s worth mentioning that the song included the line “Every night is Saturday night”, which I had intended to probe for on that fateful day in  1977 when I met Kal Mann, and which also appeared in Bobby Rydell’s “Wildwood Days”.  
Checker’s following record, in the fall, was pivotal.  It was a double-sided hit, with both making the top 10.  “Popeye (The Hitchhiker)”, written once again by Appell and Mann, was about, yes, another new dance, maybe even two dances—the Hitchhike and the Popeye (I never understood the connection between the two—the cartoon sailor never thumbed a ride as far as I can remember!).  

The latter was further immortalized that fall in “Pop-Pop-Pop-Pie” by The Sherrys, a one-hit wonder copycat record on the local Philadelphia Guyden label (written by the aforementioned Madera and White).  This tune started out identically to a #1 hit from a couple of months earlier (“The Locomotion”), and its group was obviously named to take advantage of The Four Seasons’ current smash debut hit, “Sherry”.  Note—The same was true that fall for The Contours’ follow-up to “Do You Love Me” entitled “Shake Sherry”, and the following year for Dale Ward’s “Letter From Sherry”.  By late 1962, everyone, even/especially Motown Records, was getting into the copycat act—more about that later, too.


The flip side of Chubby Checker’s latest record took him in a totally different direction, really for the rest of his recording career.  You see, by late 1962 there was a new folk music movement in the U.S., led by Peter, Paul & Mary (and before that by The Kingston Trio).  So, with “Limbo Rock”, suddenly the King of the Twist became a folksinger!  
“Limbo Rock”, a calypso-sounding ditty, was co-written by Kal Mann (once again using the Jon Sheldon moniker).  He put words to an instrumental written by L. A. session guitarist Billy Strange, recorded by The Champs of “Tequila” fame, which had made it only to #40 earlier that year (with a flip side called “Tequila Twist”, of course!).  Strange didn’t even know that his song, originally entitled “Monotonous Melody”, had been recorded as a vocal, until he got a $63,000 royalty check for Checker’s version.  

The Limbo has actually lasted longer than any of these dances, even the Twist (just go to any Bar/Bat Mitzvah party!).  So now Chubby was accompanied by acoustic folk guitars instead of driving saxes.  Naturally, the follow-up to this was the even more folky/calypso-y “Let’s Limbo Some More” (Mann, Appell—and very close to “Honey Love” by the original Drifters).  The flip side was “Twenty Miles” (Mann, Lowe).  This sounded an awful lot like the previous month’s folky number one hit, “Walk Right In” by The Rooftop Singers (who seem like they’re actually doing the background vocals, “walk…walk”, on the record!).  It also included the now prerequisite (for any folk song) 12-string acoustic guitar.  

It was 1963, and Chubby’s star was fading fast.  In May came “Birdland”, with Mann writing lyrics to the 1958 Huey “Piano” Smith uncharted record, “We Like Birdland”.  Of course, Mann had to refer to his recent hit by The Orlons, with Checker singing what sounded like, “On South Street!  The hippies and the jippies like Birdland” (or maybe it was “chippies”, but what a pathetic forced rhyme!).  That a record like this rose to #12 on the national Billboard charts is testimony to how weak things were in the music scene in the year before The Beatles hit America.  

For their next act, C-P failed to somehow make it logical for a fat black man like Checker to cash in on the summer of 1963’s craze—surfing, as his “Surf Party” only made it to #55 (the flip side, going back to the good old Twist with “Twist It Up”, at least hit #25).  Then came a quartet of more folk-type songs, each one more ridiculous than the last, in their titles alone:  “Loddy Lo”, “Hooka Tooka”, “Hey, Bobba Needle” and “Lazy Elsie Molly”, from late 1963 to mid-1964, peaking at declining numbers 12, 17, 23 and 40, respectively.  
Chubby’s last gasp, another #40 “hit”, was his treatment of the biggest dance (if you can call it that) of 1965, “Let’s Do The Freddie” (written by the odd couple of Dave Appell and Doc Pomus; not to be confused with “Do The Freddie” by the dance’s originators from England, Freddie & The Dreamers—you’ll hear about them in an upcoming chapter).  True to form, this gem included a guitar solo ripped from the introduction to Herman’s Hermits’ recent hit, “Can’t You Hear My Heartbeat”.  
Meanwhile, out in L.A. in late 1964, some of the people associated with Jan & Dean and Phil Spector had the nerve to copy Chubby Checker!  If you’ve ever heard “Kick That Little Foot, Sally Ann” (introducing a new dance called the Slauson), its singer was named Round Robin, and he sounded (and looked) a lot like you-know-who, complete with acoustic lead guitar from the King of the Twist’s folky days.  Who’da thunk?

I asked Dave Appell what led to Chubby’s becoming a folksinger.  His only explanation was that “Chubby used to do a lot of things onstage we never knew about.  I went to see him last year (2011) in Wildwood, and he’s doing some country stuff now.”  

Before we get to Dee Dee Sharp and her copycat (kitten?) efforts, let’s take a moment to say something positive about Cameo-Parkway Records’ records.  For the most part (at least until Chubby went folk), they really rocked!  With a totally anonymous band, Mann, Lowe and especially Appell put out some great sounding music, unoriginal/repetitive as it may have been and as basic as the lyrics were.  The drums pounded, the Hammond organ soared, the sax honked and, most prominently, the bass thumped prominently, with highly imaginative lines. 
 And knowing the hit factory that C-P was, and the “time is money” credo of recording studios (especially in a cash cow establishment like Bernie Lowe’s), many of these songs were probably recorded in one take.  The introductions to many of the records were interesting, seemingly starting in the middle of a riff, but making sense if you listen to them multiple times.
Just to give these musicians a little credit, the following is from the website http://vinylphilly.squarepins.org/about.htm:  “The big, honking tenor sound was usually courtesy of either Buddy Savitt and/or George Young.  Fred Nuzzolillo (aka Dan Dailey) played baritone sax.  Sometimes Dave Appell would use four saxes to get a fat sound, which was innovative at that time, at least on rock 'n' roll sessions.  Appell himself and/or Joe Renzetti played guitar, Joe Macho and Bob McGraw were the bassists, keyboards were handled by Roy Straigis or Fred Bender (Bernie Lowe played piano on Charlie Gracie's Cameo recordings), and on drums was either Ellis Tollin or Bobby Gregg.”  Sorry to burst your bubble, Lynne, but your dad probably didn’t play on every C-P record, or even very many of them.

Drummer Gregg was the best known from this group (at least in rock & roll circles), having a one-hit wonder instrumental, “The Jam” in 1962 under his own name “And Friends” (with the legendary Roy Buchanan on guitar).  Gregg later hit the most famous snare drum crack ever to start a song, Bob Dylan’s “Like a Rolling Stone”.  Also in 1962, Buddy Savitt actually released an album called The Most Heard Sax In The World.  Hmmmmm…  Okay, on to Dee Dee Sharp.
In early 1962, Dione LaRue was only sixteen when she backed Chubby Checker on “Slow Twistin’”.  Practically simultaneous with that, the powers-that-be at Cameo-Parkway gave her the name Dee Dee Sharp and stole—I mean, wrote her first song (of course, a new dance), “Mashed Potato Time”, which went to #2 nationally, one spot better than “Slow Twistin’”.  

But let’s back-pedal about six months.  That’s when Motown Records got its first-ever #1 hit with The Marvelettes' “Please Mr. Postman”.    This was a typical C-Am-F-G song of the era, with the writing credit going to no less than five people including Marvelette Georgia Dobbins and future Motown super-composer Brian Holland (before he joined his brother Eddie and Lamont Dozier in one of the most successful songwriting teams of all time).  

We don’t know for a fact that “Mashed Potato Time” was intentionally stolen from “Please Mr. Postman”.  No one from Cameo-Parkway has ever admitted this in a public interview, unlike the confessions they made regarding “Wild One” and “Bristol Stomp”.  The Dee Dee Sharp and Marvelettes songs are certainly similar (but so were lots of others with that chord pattern).  In fact, picking up on the C-P formula of noting other song titles, more literally than ever, Sharp’s hit mentions that you can do the Mashed Potato to three recent hits, “The Lion Sleeps Tonight”, “Dear Lady Twist” and “Please Mr. Postman”.  As an aside, the latter two make sense—I can’t imagine doing a fast rock & roll dance to the slow, folky, “Lion” which is in the 2/4 time signature while the others are in 4/4 time.  

In any case (as in court case, which was probably threatened), “Mashed Potato Time” ended up with Motown’s publishing company and its writers listed as composers on future copies of the record.  According to my interview with Dave Appell, this was an agreement made over the phone between Bernie Lowe and Berry Gordy (“Bernie said, ‘I know you’re gonna sue me’, and they worked out the publishing deal”).

As with the Twist and many other teen dances, Cameo-Parkway was not first on the charts with this one either.  James Brown actually had a hand in introducing the Mashed Potato, playing piano as part of his drummer’s band, Nat Kendrick & The Swans, on “(Do The) Mashed Potatoes (Part 1)”, which reached #84 in early 1960, six months even before “The Twist” hit the national charts.  It took C-P two years to follow, but the result was that in April of 1962 both of Dee Dee’s records were in the top five nationally.  

Obviously, the next step for the Cameo boys was to add “Gravy” to the mashed potatoes, with that song copying its predecessor right down to the “waah-oooh” background vocals, and even in the exact same key.  “Gravy” introduced a theme to be repeated shortly in another C-P hit, with the gravy being getting kissed while dancing.  

Boom—a number 9 hit!  Later that year, they dug even deeper for a dance follow-up, with Sharp’s “Ride!” referring back to Chubby Checker’s “Pony Time” from almost two years earlier.  Pow—number five!  Then in early 1963, it was time for a new dance named after another animal, “Do The Bird” (I love how all these songs command the listener to “do” the various dances).  Bang—number ten!

That’s five top-tens in one year for the now 17 year-old.  But that was about it.  Following “Rock Me in the Cradle of Love” at #43 (a mid-1963 gospel-type tune which somehow, of course, sounded a lot like The Orlons’ “South Street”),  Dee Dee’s last top 40 record was called “Wild” (#33, not wild at all, rather with the easy Motown feel of Mary Wells’s hits of the previous year and Barbara Lewis’s recent “Hello Stranger”).  Then Miss Sharp disappeared—well, except for marrying Kenny Gamble, producer of the 1970s “Philadelphia sound” at Philadelphia International Records (Spinners, LaBelle, MFSB, O’Jays, Teddy Pendergrass).

Dee Dee Sharp leaves two major legacies, both having to do with mashed potatoes (did I really just write that?).  Amazing as it may seem, in the 1960s, there were at least 25 top 40 hits whose lyrics included the words “mashed” (or “mash”) “potato” (or “potatoes”—sorry, Dan Quayle).  This includes obvious bandwagon-type choices from shortly thereafter in 1962 (like “Let’s Dance” by Chris Montez, “Havin’ A Party” by Sam Cooke, and “Vacation” by Connie Francis), but also such diversities as James Brown’s “Papa’s Got a Brand New Bag” and Ray Stevens’s “Harry the Hairy Ape”.  

And then there’s a song that has endured the test of time, the “Monster Mash” by Bobby “Boris” Pickett.  This late 1962 smash was not as much a rip-off as a parody of “Mashed Potato Time”—same C-Am-F-G chord pattern, same “waah-ooh” background vocals, and of course the name of the dance.  Let’s call it a tribute, one we all hear on the radio endlessly, every year around Halloween.

I have read an online review of the album, The Best of Dee Dee Sharp.  In the early to mid-1960s, long playing records like this always included “filler”.  The author of the review notes that every tune is copied from some other well-known hit, including (again) “South Street”, “If You Wanna Be Happy” by Jimmy Soul (from the Gary “U.S.” Bonds production team), Neil Sedaka’s “Calendar Girl”, Major Lance’s “Monkey Time”, and more than one song by The Four Tops.  The review concludes with the obvious:  “Some of Motown's writers (Holland-Dozier-Holland) liked to rewrite their own songs, but it seems Cameo liked to rewrite other people's songs just as much.”
This brings us to the aforementioned Orlons.  For those of you under the age of 60, Orlon was one of the first and most popular synthetic fabrics.  According to Wikipedia, “The duPont Corporation created the first acrylic fibers in 1941 and trademarked them under the name Orlon.”  (Other popular ones were Rayon and Dacron.)  The singing group of the same name may have been the most “original” artist in the Cameo-Parkway stable, in that their songs at least did not resemble each other.  But that doesn’t mean they weren’t mostly taken from earlier tunes (and copied by other C-P artists).  Let’s start with The Orlons’ first hit, “The Wah-Watusi” in the summer of 1962.

Similar to the other dances, someone else launched this one to the world.  In early 1961, between the first and second time “The Twist” hit number one, a Los Angeles group called The Vibrations had a #25 record, “The Watusi”.  Things get really complicated here (but do make sense in the realm of copycats), and there are double or even triple trivia zingers, so please try and follow.  

First, this song had the identical tune to Twist originator Hank Ballard’s “Let’s Go, Let’s Go, Let’s Go” from a few months earlier.  Second, The Vibrations were really the same group as two others.  They had recorded a hit in 1956 as The Jayhawks (“Stranded in the Jungle”, also a hit for The Cadets who also recorded as The Jacks—confused yet?).  A few months later in 1961 they also recorded, as The Marathons, “Peanut Butter”, which was essentially the same song as “(Baby) Hully Gully” by The Olympics from a year earlier (which, in turn, inspired a 1962 Cameo-Parkway hit by The Dovells—we’re really getting intertwined here!).

So, Kal Mann and Dave Appell, dance kings as they were by mid-1962, picked up on the Watusi, and The Orlons had their first hit (#2).  This group’s records particularly rocked, with strong bass lines.  Still, “Wah-Watusi” was kept out of the top spot by that wimp Bobby Vinton’s “Roses Are Red”.  Oh, and “Wah-Watusi” had essentially the same chords as Gary “U.S.” Bonds’s “Quarter To Three”—both the chorus and verses/bridge.  

This was perhaps the first dance record to start another C-P trademark, introducing a new dance while dismissing an “old” dance (or what could be considered biting the hand that feeds you).  Because, according to The Orlons, when you do the Twist you never get kissed, and when you do the Fly your arms are wasted in the sky.  Bobby Rydell’s “The Cha-Cha-Cha” did the same thing a few months later, saying, among other put-downs, that something’s missin’ when we’re Twistin’, and the Mashed Potatoes ain’t the greatest.  Even Chubby Checker’s “Let’s Do The Freddie” said, “Soon as you learn the Freddie, other dances gotta go.”  
Why create new dances and then in the next record pooh-pooh them as passé?  Why not?  It worked, I guess.  By the way, no less than 16 top 40 songs in the 1960s mention the word “Watusi”.

The Orlons’ next hit was, in my opinion, the most distinctive C-P song ever.    Sounding like nothing before it (other than having the group’s only male, Steve Caldwell, do his usual raspy low refrain), “Don’t Hang Up” (Mann, Appell) had an interesting plot line.  A girl is arguing with her boyfriend on the phone about each of them sneaking around and appearing to be cheating on the other one at a dance where they both end up (of course they make up at the end).  Great song, great sax solo, and of course, great bass line.  Number four on the national charts.  

Their next song did one spot better.  Back to their old tricks, Mann and Appell stole this one from, of all people, Stephen Foster.  Yes, “South Street” seemed to be closely based on “Camptown Races”, with the “doo-dah” part now being the name of the street where all the hippies meet.  And Dave Appell confirmed this in his interview.

No more top tens for The Orlons after that.  “Not Me” was their next release in mid-1963, a cover (or perhaps remake) of a Gary “U.S.” Bonds tune that hadn’t even cracked the top 100 in early 1961.  Now, why on earth would Cameo-Parkway release a song by the man who in the late summer of 1962 had accused their stars, Chubby Checker and Bobby Rydell, of plagiarism?  The answer is that this was done precisely because of that accusation.  

This indictment had not been done in writing or even a court of law.  It was in a record by Bonds entitled “Copy Cat”, which went as far as to mention Chubby and Bobby by first name (he really should have accused Bernie, Kal and Dave, but no one would have known who they were).  

Chubby was apparently being nailed for “Dancin’ Party” (similar to Bonds’s “Quarter to Three”); Bobby for who-knows-what, perhaps the horn riffs to a couple of his hits that sounded like Bonds’s “New Orleans”.  Or maybe, slim chance, Gary was talking about some other Bobby (Darin?  Probably not Bobby Vinton).  He also mentioned Freddy (Cannon?), Curtis (certainly not Mayfield of The Impressions—he was an innovator—more likely Curtis Lee of “Pretty Little Angel Eyes” fame, who was white), and someone named Leon! (Who knows?  No one in early 1960s rock rings a bell.  Leon Russell was still Claude Bridges at this time.)

But the Chubby accusation was apparently grounded—supported by an eventual successful lawsuit from Bonds’s producer and record company owner, Frank Guida.  As a result, Cameo-Parkway agreed to have The Orlons record “Not Me” (written by Bonds and Guida).  So this time C-P has an excuse for the arrangement sounding (again) a lot like “New Orleans”.  You see, Gary “U. S.” Bonds was the ultimate hypocrite, accusing others of piracy while he copy-catted his own records more than any other artist (see Chapter 10).  With the C-P marketing machine behind it, The Orlons took “Not Me” to #12.  

Their last top 40 hit, “Crossfire!” (#19) copied no one, at least musically.  They did sort of emulate themselves, with Caldwell’s froggy voice and the plot line of lovers losing each other at a dance (and there’s that infamous “big boss line” again).  Of course, the record had to note that the Crossfire is a lot like the Monkey and the Pony, as well as mention those hippies who first appeared earlier in the year on South Street.  As noted previously, “Crossfire!” had perhaps the finest bass guitar part ever, and one hell of a Hammond organ (at least on one version—this is one of those songs with two separate recordings that get airplay today—more examples of that phenomenon later).  

The only reason to even bring up The Orlons’ final 1963 release (which only made it to #55) is that “Bon-Doo-Wah” was another steal.  Its chorus is spot-on with the previous year’s, “Don’t Go Near The Indians” by Rex Allen.  Now, were Mann and Appell deliberately copying a country novelty record sung/spoken by the narrator of all those Disney animal movies?  Probably not.  
To their (and other writers’) credit, there are only so many tunes available, and one’s brain can sometimes think it’s created a new one without consciously trying to copy an old one.  Interestingly, the exact same melody appeared almost simultaneously during late 1963/early 1964 in The Angels’ “Wow Wow Wee (He’s The Boy For Me)”—more about that song (and who/what it copied) later as well.  But in actuality, “Bon-Doo-Wah” was probably ripped from, yes, another Gary “U.S.” Bonds tune from the year before, “Twist, Twist Senora” (and maybe all of these come from the bluegrass standard, “Boil That Cabbage Down”).  Okay, we now present Cameo-Parkway’s fifth and final major act.

The Dovells were a predominantly Jewish group from Overbrook High School in Philadelphia (Wilt Chamberlain’s alma mater).  Their first hit, in the fall of 1961, was one of those records I talked about earlier where a DJ would alert the Cameo-Parkway team of a new dance observed at a record hop.  In this case, it was in the Philadelphia exurb of Bristol, Pennsylvania.  Mann named it the “Bristol Stomp”, and rhymed it so the kids there were sharp as a pistol.  
And here comes yet another Gary “U. S.” Bonds connection, as these Bristol kids rock with Daddy G.  Gene “Daddy G” Barge was Bonds’s sax player, mentioned in that summer’s big hit, “Quarter to Three” (which was really the instrumental “A Night With Daddy G [Part 2]” by Barge’s group, The Church Street Five, with lyrics added).  Daddy G also finds his way into the lyrics of Steely Dan’s 1970s hit, “My Old School”.  
Appell admittedly borrowed the feel, guitar intro and C-Am-F-G type chords for “Bristol Stomp” from The Students’ “Every Day of the Week” (which apparently was the song the kids had been stomping to), itself a Frankie Lymon sound-alike that never hit the charts but is revered by doo-wop buffs.  For some strange reason, particularly because the bass (instrument) is so prominent on most C-P hits, there is no bass on this one—totally unusual for a record using a band.

Lynne Jacobus thought maybe the bass player was out of town (a commentary on her father’s frugality?).  Dave Appell said, “We just didn’t use it.”  Whatever the case, I always think about how much better “Bristol Stomp” would have sounded with a bass (same with Kathy Young with The Innocents’ “A Thousand Stars” from earlier that year).  Nevertheless, it climbed to #2 nationally. 

Parkway Records, apparently not learning from their Hucklebuck disaster as the follow-up to Chubby Checker’s first big hit, tried to revive another old dance for The Dovells’ second release.  The Continental went back to a 1934 Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers movie.  “Do The New Continental”, a stroll-like Mann-Appell blues, went to #37 and that’s all.  Must have been the ridiculous “hey diddle-y dee!” background vocals.  So, as with Checker’s “Let’s Twist Again”, Mann and Appell then reverted to the safe route with not one, but two or perhaps three obvious follow-up concepts rolled into one, for the next Dovells’ record, “Bristol Twistin’ Annie”.  

While not totally identical, this one included remnants of the early 1940s western swing ditty (made famous by Bing Crosby & The Andrews Sisters), “Pistol Packin’ Mama”.  Mama was asked to lay her pistol down.  Annie (named for the heroine of Hank Ballard’s first records?), of course, was commanded to lay her twistin’ down.  The bridge was virtually identical to, once again, Gary “U. S.” Bonds’s “Quarter To Three”.  And, keeping with the C-P tradition of mentioning recent radio hits, Annie’s looks were actually compared to those of some men, “Big Bad John” and its parody “Small Sad Sam” (plus to the TV dog Rin Tin Tin and the singer’s Uncle Ben!).  

Same chords as “Bristol Stomp”, and, incredibly, same lack of a bass (Appell says, “We kept the same feel”—I wasn’t about to challenge him on the ridiculousness of leaving out a key instrument for that reason).  The same feel, yes.  But not the same result--#27.  In 2012, I heard a DJ on the Sirius/XM radio 50s on 5 channel say that this song had the stupidest lyrics he had ever heard.  Thanks, Kal!

The Dovells’ next hit, “Hully Gully Baby”, has another of those circuitous backgrounds.  According to Wikipedia:

The Hully Gully is a type of unstructured line dance often considered to have originated in the sixties (started by Frank Rocco at the Cadillac Hotel in Miami Beach, Florida), but is also mentioned some forty years earlier as a dance common in the black juke joints in the first part of the twentieth century.    

The Hully Gully first appeared on the charts during early 1960 in “(Baby) Hully Gully” by The Olympics, the song from which “Peanut Butter” by The Marathons was totally lifted the following year.  1961 also brought “Hully Gully Again” by Little Caesar & The Romans.  Neither of those songs made the top 40.  The dance was also referenced in 1961’s “Baby Sittin’ Boogie” by Buzz Clifford.  Then, in early 1962, came the big hit, “I Know (You Don’t Love Me No More)”, by Barbara George, a song deserving of its own copycat tangent here, before we get back to The Dovells.  
“I Know” harks way back to the traditional gospel hymn, “Just A Closer Walk With Thee”, which composer/singer Barbara George undoubtedly heard jazz bands play in her native New Orleans.  George was one of three black female one-hit wonders of 1962 who wrote their own top 10 hits (a great trivia question, with the other two being Claudine Clark/“Party Lights” and Barbara Lynn/“You’ll Lose a Good Thing”).  But the real highlight of “I Know” was its cornet solo by Melvin Lastie.  Two other songs then virtually copied this record and horn solo.  

In mid-1962 there was a version of Leadbelly’s and The Weavers’ “Goodnight Irene” by future Elvis songwriter/guitarist (and country rocker of his own) Jerry Reed backing a group called The Hully Girlies.  This was done in the “I Know” style, in fact, the chords are pretty much the same.  Then in early 1963, The Shirelles completely ripped off George, Lastie and “I Know” with their rendition of the 1958 Doris Day hit, “Everybody Loves a Lover” (the piano introduction and sax solo are absolutely 100% identical).  In between, Jerry Reed had a minor hit with “Hully Gully Guitar” (itself stolen from Duane Eddy’s “[Dance With The] Guitar Man”).  Which brings us back to The Dovells.

Also with the same chords as “I Know”, Mann and Appell wrote “Hully Gully Baby”, with lyrics paying tribute to the dance’s Miami origins.  The horns had the same New Orleans feel, and the sax solo, while half the length of Lastie’s, was pretty close to his.  Sorry to spend so much time providing background on a record that only went to #25.  Somehow, the sound of Barbara George’s “I Know (You Don’t Love Me No More)” became associated with the Hully Gully.  What I don’t know is how this happened.  But it’s just another example of how much song flattery took place in the time of the Bobbys (and not just at Cameo-Parkway—stay tuned for an entire chapter on sound-alikes).  

The Dovells hit it much bigger on their next big record in the spring of 1963.  After flopping with another attempted dance revival (“The Jitterbug”, written by two members of the group, #82), C-P reverted to an old trick, of their own and of Gary “U.S.” Bonds.  They put Mann’s lyrics to a 1961 instrumental, Phillip Upchurch’s “You Can’t Sit Down”.  
Of course, the words referenced the still-on-the-charts “South Street” and its “hippies”.  A dynamite arrangement with screaming Hammond organ, driving bass and wailing sax, The Dovells’ version peaked at #3.  So, of course, Mann and Appell then had to try and copy that same sound for The Dovells’ next record, “Betty in Bermudas”.  It flopped at #50—any wonder why, with a title like that?  

That was the last we heard from The Dovells, until their lead singer, Len Barry, went solo in 1965 with “1-2-3”.  And this #2 hit, on the once major but now fading Decca record label, was not without typical Cameo-Parkway controversy.  According to Wikipedia:

Motown Records sued the songwriters, Len Barry and Dave White, claiming that "1-2-3" was a reworked copy of Holland-Dozier-Holland song (The Supremes’) "Ask Any Girl". The songwriters did admit to taking the composition, and the lawsuit led to Holland-Dozier-Holland getting equal credit for writing "1-2-3" as noted on the Billboard Top 10 official album.
“1-2-3” was also not without another C-P essential, a follow-up sounding almost identical.  “Like a Baby” went to #27, and then that was really the last we heard from The Dovells.  However, they have been good for some interviews confirming the Cameo-Parkway formula.  From Jim Dawson’s book, The Twist:

Jerry Gross of The Dovells says: "Cameo-Parkway was not what I call a professionally run company.  It was quick turnover, get the product out, jam as much as they could down the public's throat and sell as much as they could... Bernie Lowe's thing was don't go for quality, go for quantity. Throw enough up against the wall, something's going to stick."

          And another quote from Gross about the C-P songwriting philosophy:  “They did a really good job at stealing songs. That's what they were famous for.”  In a separate interview, Kal Mann once defended this by saying, "Hey there's good crooks and bad crooks."  Dave Appell explained to me, “You write a melody similar to that, but not to where you get in trouble.”
In addition to Cameo-Parkway’s “big five” acts, the label had lots of one- (or two-) hit wonders worth noting.  Just after Charlie Gracie in 1957, C-P had a smash with “Silhouettes” by The Rays, the first record of note in which future Four Seasons’ writer-producer Bob Crewe was involved.  Shortly thereafter, another one-shot for Bernie Lowe and the gang was “Dinner With Drac” by John Zacherle (who played The Cool Ghoul introducing horror movies on TV in New York).  Like Monster Mash”, this tune gets some airplay every Halloween.  Dave Appell told me a funny story of getting a speeding ticket on the New Jersey Turnpike with Zacherle in the back seat in full costume, and the cops would not let them go because of it.

Toward the end of Cameo-Parkway’s heyday, in the summer of 1963, The Tymes had a national #1 with “So Much In Love”.  True to form, they followed it up with a totally similar-sounding, finger-snapping remake of Johnny Mathis’s “Wonderful Wonderful” (#7), and kept the identical style for a third hit, “Somewhere” (#19).  It must have flattered everyone associated with The Tymes when Billy Joel copied this style in the early 1980s with “For The Longest Time”. 
Side story:  When my wife and I were getting married, "our song" was "So Much In Love", and we wanted it for our first dance.  When we asked the band (from Philadelphia) if they could play it, they said no, they needed the sheet music.  Of course, we couldn't find it anywhere for purchase.  As noted earlier, my wife's father knew Kal Mann, so he called Kal, and Kal called Roy Straigis, one of the song’s writers.  Roy said he had only one copy of the sheet music, that it was framed and on his wall, but he offered to take it down and lend it to us.  It was given to the band, and that's the only way we got to dance to "our song" at our wedding. 

The record quoted at the start of this chapter (if anyone can remember back that far!) was not a big hit, yet it was a classic C-P production in every sense.  “The Popeye Waddle” by Don Covay (and The Goodtimers), a #75 charter from early 1963, had the following label trademarks:  it aped the recent hit, “Do You Love Me” by The Contours; it attempted to extend the life of the Popeye dance, but of course mentioned other dances as well; it specifically cited a recent instrumental hit (“Wiggle Wobble”) and another classic (“I Like It Like That”); and the bridge was sung by a female trio that sounded identical to The Sherrys of the aforementioned “Pop-Pop-Pop-Pie” (in fact, it could have been them).  And, accidentally or otherwise, it summed up the whole dance craze movement in the one sentence from this chapter’s quote, “Every dance is the same.”
Lest we forget what Cameo-Parkway really stands for (reminding you of their past successes), in 1963 the label released a “neo-doo-wop” single called “Memory Lane”, by a group called The Hippies (with the same song released later under the name The Tams).  While this only made it to #63 nationally, I remember hearing it on Dick Clark’s Saturday night network radio show, and perhaps in Cincinnati (although according to the ARSA website it never charted in Cincinnati—it figures.).  
The Tams had a bigger hit later that year with “What Kind Of Fool”.  But the name The Hippies, harking back to The Orlons’ “South Street”, obviously meant something very different in 1963 from what it did in the late 60s.  
One more copycat song before we wrap up Cameo-Parkway.  In 1964, Motown artists Martha & The Vandellas had a minor hit (#44) called “In My Lonely Room”.  At a record hop, the up-and-coming team of Kenny Gamble and Jerry Ross (later of Philadelphia International Records fame) witnessed a group of teens doing what appeared to be a new dance to this record.  So they immediately wrote a dance song borrowing many parts of the Motown record, called “The 81”, recorded by Candy & The Kisses.  Not a huge hit, but it’s a wonder that this didn’t lead to another lawsuit (or maybe it did).  Go to YouTube and listen to the two songs back to back.  Amazing what you could get away with in the 1960s.  

According to Kal Mann, “They (meaning other companies) would only come after you if you had a hit.  They'd wait and see if the record was gonna sell big before they came with the copyright charge.”  (http://soulfuldetroit.com/archive/index.php/t-2056.html) Candy & The Kisses only hit #51 nationally (as high as #21 in New York), so I guess the C-P boys were safe from Mr. Gordy’s attorneys on this one.  By the way, “The 81” not only pulls the old trick of saying they’re tired of doing the Monkey and the Swim, it also mentions that big boss line again. 
Also in 1964 (and as might be expected), it was not beyond C-P to jump on the Beatlemania bandwagon by releasing sound-alike albums by a group called The Liverpools.  It has been documented that this was really The Dovells under a pseudonym, and I doubt the records sold much outside of Philadelphia.  
In the mid to late 1960s, several well-known artists actually appeared on Cameo-Parkway.  The 1966 #1 hit “96 Tears” by ? & The Mysterians was somehow on the label, as was the great 1967 parody, “Wild Thing” by Senator Bobby & The Hardly Worth-it Players (in reality, comedian Bill Minkin).  The Ohio Express, Terry Knight & The Pack and even The Kinks and Bob Seger recorded on C-P as well (they must have had a talent scout in Michigan).
The label eventually was sold to Beatles’ and Rolling Stones’ attorney Allen Klein, who for years blocked the official release of any of its music on compact disc.  Bernie Lowe went on to work for a trucking company.  Lynne Lowe Jacobus told me that her dad sold the record company because “…he lived in fear.  He had achieved what he wanted, all that he wanted, and he was scared he would lose it.  He had what you call music capital, like political capital today.  He was in the same position as Berry Gordy.  He could have built an empire, but he was so frightened, he looked for a way to get out.”  According to John Madera, co-composer of “The Fly” and “At The Hop”, Lowe was a highly stressed individual who, after C-P folded, got a much less tense job sorting auto parts.  
Dave Appell stayed in the pop music business, including helping to mastermind the comeback and eventual superstardom of Tony Orlando in the early 1970s (ever notice how Tony copied The Drifters?  “Candida” = “Save The Last Dance For Me”).  And Appell is still working in the music business today (2012), at age 90, arranging what he calls “groove jazz”.  (Note—Dave Appell died in late 2014.) Kal Mann, since his name as a writer was on more C-P hits than anyone’s, was able to retire to his farm in Birchrunville, PA, where this book started, figuratively and literally.  

I asked Appell about Mann’s possible embarrassment as a commercial rock & roll songwriter.  He replied, “Kal’s ambition was to write a Broadway show.  It was almost a putdown for him to have to do this stuff.  But, believe me, he liked it.”  This certainly confirms a lot of what I learned that unfortunate 1977 day in Birchrunville.  

Another Mann anecdote from Appell:  “Kal would write a lyric and show it to Bernie, and Bernie would put it down and say it’s a piece of shit, and Kal would get bummed out.  So Kal took a number one song on the charts and wrote it out like he wrote the lyrics, and Bernie said it’s a piece of shit.  Kal says, ‘That’s a number one song!’”  Apparently a lot of those pieces of shit got recorded by the various Cameo-Parkway artists, and many hit the top 5 if not number one.
And this, from an e-mail I received from Cameo-Parkway’s secretary, Gloria Burk Lanzalone:  “Kal was a poet at heart.  I'm sure that he was just tired of the criticism he received for the simple lyrics that he wrote.  Well, he wasn’t writing for brain surgeons.  He dashed these little tunes off one, two, three.  He was capable of much more.  It just wasn’t needed there.”

So, what is the Cameo-Parkway Records legacy?  First and foremost, Lowe, Mann and Appell started (and built) the entire teen dance phenomenon.  Without the Twist, Pony, Fly, Watusi and Mashed Potatoes, there would not have been any Swim, Jerk, Frug, Monkey, Dog, Duck, Funky Chicken, Hustle—you get the picture.  

As an example of how dance crazy it was in 1961-63, as the Twist was hitting it big, Dion tried his hand at creating something called the Majestic (the flip side of “The Wanderer”).  It got plenty of airplay, and is probably the worst hit record I’ve ever heard—“Bristol Twistin’ Annie” aside.  Conceivably written and recorded in about five minutes (and penned by the duo who later recorded “Tra-La-La-La Suzy” as Dean and Jean), the lyrics talk about a new dance but don’t describe it (but Dion does implore you to “Do it!”).  Of course they mention the other dances that people have now stopped doing because of it, and take us on the proverbial geographical bandwagon because they’re doin’ it in Philly and Chicago (makes sense—big cities) and the Dakota states (what?).  And the coup de grace is when Dion’s voice totally cracks when ordering the listener to get in, yes, a big boss line. 
And speaking of Dion, listen to his former back-up group, The Belmonts’ hit “Come On Little Angel” from the summer of 1962 (one of the first records I ever bought).  By the end of the song, the twist has practically taken over all the lyrics.  

But I digress.  Back to C-P’s place in history:  Strictly commercial, yet extremely underrated.  Five great acts, three black, two white (unusual to mix races on a record label in those days), each with numerous hits.  An incredible amount of success compressed into a very short time period.  A truly rocking band behind the singers.  And although the cookie-cutter formula was used extensively, it worked for that period of time.  If there was ever a company that proved you could fool some of the people all of the time, it was Cameo-Parkway Records.  As Dave Appell said near the end of our interview, “Hey, this is the sound.  Don’t change it!”


In rough calculations from Whitburn, the label had at least 120 top 100 records, more than 70 in the top 40, 30 top 10, and 6 number ones.  And (wild-ass guess), there were probably 50 hits from the 1960s (mostly in 1962) that mention something having to do with the Twist—quite a legacy.  

The Brill Building is always upheld as the standard of excellence for songwriting and hit singles in the early 1960s.  That organization’s songs were spread across numerous writing teams and record labels.  Cameo-Parkway was essentially one set of writers and one label (well, technically two).  Bravo Kal, Bernie and Dave!  You’ll probably never make the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame (because your label was not called “Atlantic”).  But you deserve a much better place in rock music history than you ever get credit for.  Kal Mann (referencing our 1977 meeting), you have nothing to be ashamed of.  Now, if only someone could explain to me what a “big boss line” is…

Chapter 8

Women Can Wimp Out, Too—The Girl Groups


“All we need is music, sweet music”—Dancing In The Street—as recorded by Martha & The Vandellas, a #2 hit in 1964


Speaking of the Brill Building (and before we get to The Beatles), the Bobbys’ female counterparts during the time between Elvis and the British Invasion were the girl groups, many of whose hits came from that particular edifice/establishment on Broadway in New York.  Now, just as you didn’t have to be named Bobby to be a Bobby, you didn’t have to be a group to be a girl group (and some sources hyphenate it as “girl-group”).  Lesley Gore can be considered a girl-group, as can Mary Wells or even Carole King (the early version).  
By the time Aretha Franklin emerged in 1967, despite the continued success of the Motown girl groups at that time, the concept was mostly out of vogue.  But what a ride the girl groups had, before The Beatles and, unlike the Bobbys, even during the Fab Four’s reign.  Once again, you will see that it was an up-and-down ride, from rockin’ to wimpy and back again.


Believe it or not, the first (or at least most influential) “girl group” was a bunch of guys.  Not counting The Chordettes (“Mr. Sandman”, “Lollipop”) and the various Sisters acts (McGuire, Fontane, DeCastro, etc.) of the early to mid-1950s, the recognized trend-setter in rock & roll vocal groups, soon to be imitated by girls throughout the land, was Frankie Lymon (and The Teenagers).  Every aspiring young female lead singer wanted to sound like young Frankie, and many of them did.  


The acknowledged first real girl group in rock was The Chantels, led by Arlene Smith, only age 16 when their biggest hit, “Maybe” was recorded.  This female doo-wop classic, which climbed to #15 nationally in 1958 (and even higher in the New York City area) was actually an early example of a sound-alike follow-up, to The Chantels’ previous release, “He’s Gone” (#71, with a bridge practically identical to “Maybe”).  But the accepted first girl group to really hit it big was The Shirelles, who went to number one in early 1961 with “Will You Love Me Tomorrow?”


Written by the 21 and 18 year-old married couple, Gerry Goffin and Carole King, this was not the first song or even the first hit to come out of the Brill Building.  Bobby Darin started there (his manager was Don Kirshner, the top Brill Building music publisher).  

Other songwriting teams from that structure’s cubicles had scored earlier than Goffin and King:  Neil Sedaka and Howard Greenfield with “Stupid Cupid” by Connie Francis and Sedaka’s own “The Diary”; Barry Mann (prior to his partnering with and then marriage to Cynthia Weil) with Steve Lawrence’s “Footsteps”; Burt Bacharach and Hal David with “Magic Moments” by Perry Como; of course, Jerry Leiber and Mike Stoller with all of Elvis’s and The Coasters’ hits; and the same for Doc Pomus and Mort Shuman for The Drifters, as well as “Teenager In Love” by Dion & The Belmonts and most of Fabian’s records.

All of these teams, plus the married Ellie Greenwich and Jeff Barry, would continue to write hit after hit for girl groups (and boys) throughout the early 1960s and beyond.  According to my calculations (with the help of the musicvf.com website), these 14 Brill Building songwriters had more than 340 different records hit the top 40 charts from the late 1950s through the early 1970s.  During 1963, there were some weeks when half of the songs in the national top 20 came from writers in the building.  During 1962, Gerry Goffin and Carole King had 16 of their songs hit the top 40 charts, and 15 more in 1963. 

Like everything else in rock (and jazz) history, the three aforementioned pioneer girl groups (including Frankie’s Teenagers) were black.  The Shirelles continued big in 1961-1963, but were getting “softer” along the way (from the bluesy “Dedicated To The One I Love”, through “Soldier Boy” to “Foolish Little Girl”).  They were joined in 1963 by The Chiffons (“He’s So Fine”), who were no different from any Cameo-Parkway artist in their following up of that great hit with “One Fine Day” and “A Love So Fine”.  In this same brief era, there were also early Motown’s Marvelettes (“Please Mr. Postman”), who then charted with what could be the most shameless (or is it shameful?) combination of a fad and a follow-up, “Twistin’ Postman”.  Again, all of these groups were of the Negro persuasion.  And they all at least started soulful.

But in addition, there was a completely different female sound arising at about the same time—what I call the white, sweet-singing girl-group.  In 1960, there were Connie Stevens (“Sixteen Reasons”) and Kathy Young (“A Thousand Stars”).  In 1961, you had Linda Scott (“I’ve Told Every Little Star”) and Janie Grant (“Triangle”).  In 1962, it was Shelly Fabares (“Johnny Angel”) and Joanie Sommers (“Johnny Get Angry”).  Then 1963 brought us number ones from the queen of the sweet singers, Lesley Gore (“It’s My Party” and many others), and The Angels (“My Boyfriend’s Back”).  1964’s Diane Renay (“Navy Blue”) was a Lesley Gore clone, right down to her religion—Jewish (as were the Brill Building songwriters).
The most unique girl group, The Shangri-Las, started in 1964 and fell somewhere in between sweet-singing and soulful.  Their songs were radical, involving motorcycle gang-leading boyfriends, parental defiance, and a lot of death.  On the commercial side, this white New York group of two sets of sisters (rumored to be Jewish yet raised in Catholic schools!) saw all their hit singles, brilliantly produced by George “Shadow” Morton, follow the same pattern of emotion, talking in addition to singing, and (usually in the end) death.  I loved the Shangri-Las.
But my personal girl-group epiphany occurred in May of 1963.  As noted earlier, my hometown of Cincinnati seemed like the last place where a hit record would “break”.  Thus, when my fifth grade class took a bus trip to Detroit to visit the Henry Ford Museum and Greenfield Village (also my first time alone away from home), I had my transistor radio glued to my ear listening to CKLW out of Windsor, Ontario.  They were even doing a top 40 countdown show, and as the bus neared its destination, the top three hits of the week were played in descending order.  I had never heard any of them before.  

Number 3 was The Crystals’ “Da Do Ron Ron”.  That sound blasting out of the tiny radio speaker was unlike anything I’d ever heard (and that would happen again from an out of town station in about eight months).  I’ll skip to number 1 next, which was “Hello Stranger” by Barbara Lewis, a pleasant enough soul ballad with a nice Hammond organ part.  But the real revelation was the #2 record, “It’s My Party”.  I fell in love with Lesley Gore immediately, based solely on her youthful, high, sweet voice.  I hadn’t even seen her face yet, with the gorgeous light-blue eyes and the blond hair in a classic “flip” (same reason I fell for Patty Duke on TV a couple of years later).  That this sweet-singing crush of mine became a low-voiced lesbian in later life is almost too much to take.

Others in the sweet singing genre, in no particular order from 1961-1963, included:  The Paris Sisters (“I Love How You Love Me”); Marcie Blane (“Bobby’s Girl”); Shelby Flint (“Angel On My Shoulder”); Rosie & The Originals (“Angel Baby”); Robin Ward (“Wonderful Summer”); The Pixies Three (“Birthday Party”); Diane Ray (“Please Don’t Talk To The Lifeguard”), The Secrets (“The Boy Next Door”—a complete rip-off of “My Boyfriend’s Back); The Murmaids (“Popsicles and Icicles", written by 18 year-old David Gates, later of Bread fame); young Hayley Mills (“Let’s Get Together”, from the movie, The Parent Trap); The Raindrops—actually Ellie Greenwich and Jeff Barry (“The Kind of Boy You Can’t Forget”) and even Carole King herself (“It Might As Well Rain Until September”, which was supposed to be just a demo recording for Bobby Vee).

It would be remiss to cover this pre-Beatles era and female singers without noting the role of Phil Spector.  In fact, his 1958 group The Teddy Bears (“To Know Him Is To Love Him”) could be considered rock & roll’s first white, sweet singing girl-group.  But Spector’s greatest contribution, as a record producer, was with black girl-groups, The Crystals, Darlene Love and The Ronettes—okay, they were half some other ethnicity (who knows what?), and of course The Righteous Brothers were male, and white—it was called “blue-eyed soul” for God’s sake!

To Spector’s credit, he literally invented a new sound for girl groups and all of rock music.  It was lively and full—well, a “wall of sound”.  To Phil, the artists were irrelevant.  It really didn’t matter to him whose name was on the record (and to this day, rock aficionados simply refer to them as “Phil Spector records”).  The name on the label may have read The Crystals, but “He’s A Rebel” and “He’s Sure The Boy I Love” were actually recorded by Darlene Love and her Los Angeles session back-up group, The Blossoms.  

That 1963 Detroit bus trip was also the first time I heard my all-time favorite singer (who else but Darlene Love?) with a recording under her own name--well, her stage name, she was born Darlene Wright.  By this time she had already hit the charts under the guises of The Crystals, Bob B. Soxx & The Blue Jeans, and even as one of Duane Eddy’s Rebelettes (in 1962 and 1963, Darlene Love had more aliases than Lee Harvey Oswald!).  But this new song was something different.  It was my favorite song then, and it remains my favorite song of all time:  “(Today I Met) The Boy I’m Gonna Marry”.  Probably the first real wall-of-sound record.  What a record.  What a soulful voice, which she shares with us every year at Christmas time on The Late Show With David Letterman, wailing on “Christmas (Baby Please Come Home)”.  Both of these songs were co-written by Ellie Greenwich and featured in her 1980s Broadway musical, “Leader of the Pack” (in which both Darlene and Ellie herself starred).
In that Spector wall, it also didn’t matter who the musicians were, and only today (2015, with a feature film) is that band, known as The Wrecking Crew, getting the recognition it deserves for playing on these sessions plus virtually anything coming out of L. A. in the 1960s and 1970s.  This includes backing The Beach Boys, Johnny Rivers, The Mamas & The Papas, Fifth Dimension, Simon & Garfunkel, even Frank Sinatra.  
Hal Blaine’s drums kicked off “Be My Baby”.  Carol Kaye’s bass grounded “Good Vibrations”.  Larry Knechtel’s piano underscored “Bridge Over Troubled Water”.  That’s Tommy Tedesco’s flamenco guitar on Gary Lewis’ “Sure Gonna Miss Her” (and Louie Shelton’s on The Monkees’ “Valleri”).  Glen Campbell’s guitar is on many hits—he was a musician long before he became a singer and an entertainer.  And The Blossoms (with Darlene Love) sang background on anything that needed it.

Spector used several of the Brill Building teams to write his hits.  The innocent love songs came from Ellie Greenwich and Jeff Barry (e.g., “Be My Baby”, “Da Do Ron Ron”).  The heavier/social commentary stuff was from the pens of Barry Mann and Cynthia Weil (“Uptown”, “You’ve Lost That Lovin’ Feelin’”).  Gerry Goffin and Carole King fell somewhere in between.  
Phil called his productions “little symphonies for the kids”, and they sold records.  White audiences didn’t care who (or what color) these artists were either—they just bought their works on the Philles label.  Whether he set out to create art or to entertain, Phil Spector was commercial enough to become a millionaire by age 22, called “the first tycoon of teen” in a 1964 Esquire magazine article by Tom Wolfe.  And clearly his wall of sound was far from wimpy.

There were numerous acoustic guitars and pianos.  There were lots of background vocalists, including a very young Cher (and Sonny—thank God he was far in the background!).  There were percussion instruments never heard in rock music before (castanets, sleigh bells).  And, like everything else successful in top 40 music in the early 1960s, Spector’s wall of sound was copied again and again.  

He tended to copy himself.  Once something from the wall of sound worked, he stuck with it, whether the percussion or something like the piano triplets in “Da Do Ron Ron” which then appeared in Darlene Love’s “Wait Till My Bobby Gets Home”.  The songs on the now-classic 1963 album played to death on the radio every December, A Christmas Gift For You (AKA Phil Spector’s Christmas Album), were based on earlier Spector hits.  Then there were the Spector production clones.

The best example:  “My One and Only Jimmy Boy” by The Girlfriends (written and produced by David Gates).  Sonny Bono worked for Spector during the glory years, thus the 1965 folk-rock-meets-wall-of-sound nature of “I Got You Babe” (and check out 1967’s “It’s The Little Things” for a Sonny & Cher Spector-fest if there ever was one).  The Angels’ production team of Feldman-Gottehrer-Goldstein (who later recorded as The Strangeloves) ripped off “Da Do Ron Ron (When He Walked Me Home)” in every way imaginable with “Wow Wow Wee (He’s The Boy For Me)”.  

Once “You’ve Lost That Lovin’ Feelin’” hit it big in early 1965, it was copied by three different acts, all recording with The Wrecking Crew:  Nino Tempo (who, like Sonny Bono, also had worked for Phil) and April Stevens’ “All Strung Out”; Jan & Dean’s “You Really Know How To Hurt a Guy”; and The Righteous Brothers themselves (produced now by brother Bill Medley) with “Soul And Inspiration”. There is an entire series of CDs called Phil’s Spectre—A Wall of Soundalikes dedicated to copies of Spector productions. 

Meanwhile, in Detroit, Berry Gordy, Jr. had been building his own stable of artists, and he had a distinct mission:  To make lots of money by selling records, recorded by black artists, to the large, affluent white audience out there.  Kind of the opposite of the Sam Phillips/Elvis goal (“If I can find black singers that can sound white enough…”).
Motown Records and all its associated labels started in the late 1950s, after Gordy had penned some tunes for the great Jackie Wilson that were released on the Brunswick label.  Gordy’s first recurring star was Marv Johnson, with the original “You Got What It Takes” in early 1960 and some follow-ups (not sound-alikes, but in the same style, heavy on the flute), on the United Artists label.  Then Berry realized he needed to control the entire process, so he started his own record companies (first called Anna and Tamla).  In the spring of 1960 came what rock historians consider Motown’s first real hit, appropriately entitled “Money”, by Barrett Strong. The Miracles were next (“Shop Around”), and the much aforementioned “Please Mr. Postman” by The Marvelettes became the company’s first number one hit in late 1961.  

The label actually called “Motown” didn’t materialize until a bit later, including the company’s first real solo “star”, Mary Wells, who had hit after hit starting in mid-1962.  Her songs were written by Bill “Smokey” Robinson of The Miracles (and Berry Gordy’s right-hand man—eventually Vice President of Motown).  If you close your eyes and listen to a Mary Wells record, picture Smokey singing it.  Their vocal sounds are identical.  I have written one haiku in my life.  It’s this:  

Smokey Robinson


Created Mary Wells’ voice


In his own image

The year 1963 brought three new featured acts into the Motown lineup.  Marvin Gaye, Martha & The Vandellas, and Little Stevie Wonder.  All were very commercially successful, concurrent with The Marvelettes, Miracles and Mary Wells continuing their strings of hits (and all sounding very black in doing so).  It’s important to note that all of this initial achievement in the charts and in record sales took place before anyone had ever heard of The Supremes, Four Tops or Temptations.  But a turning point was coming for Motown.

An interesting notion (to me anyway), before we get into the label’s really successful years, is this:  Marvin Gaye, Mary Wells, Martha & The Vandellas and The Supremes had something weird in common, perhaps just a coincidence.  While the bulk of their careers were characterized by songs that fit the commercial bill (simple musical structures, lyrical hooks, and short, catchy, easy-to-remember titles), each of their first real charted hits were far more musically complicated and interesting, and had ridiculously long titles.  Then, after these truly original songs, what came next for each act was the typical early sixties’ phenomenon of churning out cookie cutter records (so, Berry Gordy may have been paying attention to Bernie Lowe!).

Personally, I like each of their first hits better than anything that followed.  Gaye’s “Stubborn Kind of Fellow” (with background vocals by The Vandellas—their first appearance on a hit) was a much better song than the sound-alike, blues-patterned numbers that followed (“Hitch Hike”, “Pride and Joy”, “Can I Get a Witness”).  Same for “The One Who Really Loves You” by Mary Wells, far superior melodically than its sound-alike, Smokey-written follow-ups “You Beat Me To The Punch” and “Two Lovers” or even her signature hit, “My Guy”.  
“Come And Get These Memories” by Martha & The Vandellas is similarly complex; particularly when compared to the simplicity of “Heat Wave”, “Quicksand” or their most well-known, “Dancing In The Street”.  Great storyline too.  And it was the first hit written by what would become Motown’s top songwriting team.
The ultimate example of whatever we want to call this phenomenon is The Supremes’ “When The Lovelight Starts Shining Through His Eyes”.  A mouthful of a title, this horn-heavy ditty with a Bo Diddley beat is unlike anything heard from this point forward (early 1964) by what became Motown’s primary singing group.  Which brings us to that songwriting team, Holland-Dozier-Holland.  

Eddie Holland was an aspiring singer in the Jackie Wilson style.  His 1962 record, “Jamie” (way ahead of its time in the use of that name for a girl), went to only #30 on the national charts.  Had it gone a lot higher, and had Eddie thus become a singing star, who knows how the history of Motown and soul music might have changed?  But after “Jamie”, Holland (reputed to have stage fright) went back to writing with his brother Brian and their partner Lamont Dozier.  Some of their pre-Supremes efforts were The Miracles’ “Mickey’s Monkey” and all of Martha & The Vandellas’ hits.

If you saw the Broadway show or movie Dreamgirls, it was more than loosely based on The Supremes—okay, it was totally about them.  In the fictional account, Effie (an overweight, soulful singer) is shoved aside as lead singer by the prettier, slimmer and more pop-sounding Deena.  This is exactly what happened in real life, with Diana Ross in the Deena spot, replacing Florence Ballard.  It was a calculated move by Berry Gordy, following flop after flop by what became known around the Motown offices as the “no-hit Supremes”.  

Call it wanting more of a white sound, or just strictly commercial, it was Gordy’s idea, and it worked.  The Holland-Dozier-Holland songwriting and production team followed “…Lovelight…”, The Supremes’ first top 40 charter (#23), about six months later with the number one “Where Did Our Love Go”.  Whereas all Motown acts heretofore sounded black (especially Martha and her girls), Diana and her group now had a much sweeter sound.  H-D-H and “the girls” (as they now were known around the offices) immediately hit with “Baby Love” and “Come See About Me” in late 1964, and then “Stop!  In The Name Of Love” and “Back In My Arms Again” in the first half of 1965—five straight number ones.  Each of these songs made the charts as the previous one was still in the top 40, and the Motown hit factory was really on its way.  

The formula for hits was established, including the good old notion of sound-alikes, as “Baby Love” was basically “Where Did Our Love Go” inside out.  The overall sound of all of these hits was quite commercial, evolving into essentially Diana Ross solo records with a little bit of background vocals.  Not really soul music or rock & roll, sanitized, but very danceable, and totally attractive to both black and white audiences.  

Their outfits (matching sequined dresses and high heels, hysterically parodied in the late 1960s musical, Hair) didn’t hurt their marketability either.  Eventually The Supremes had another string of four straight number ones:  “You Can’t Hurry Love” and “You Keep Me Hanging On” in late 1966, and “Love Is Here And Now You’re Gone” and “The Happening” in early 1967.  Following this, they became known officially as Diana Ross and The Supremes.  

The year 1968 was big on social consciousness, thus the number one “Love Child” about a girl born out of wedlock (and written by a different team after H-D-H left Motown in a dispute over payments).  The following year the girls had the last number one hit of the 1960s with “Someday We’ll Be Together”, ironic in that Diana Ross left the group to go on her own after that recording.  

Easily the most successful Motown artist with 12 number ones (plus 6 more by Ross as a solo artist), The Supremes were also the label’s most “pop” (read that as “white”) sounding black act.  Diana, Flo and Mary even played out Berry Gordy’s dream by performing and recording at New York’s Copacabana club.  And Ross took it even further into commercial-land in the 1970s (i.e., Hollywood, where Gordy had moved the Motown offices), by starring as Billie Holliday in the movie Lady Sings The Blues, plus other motion pictures.
This chapter is about girl groups, but it’s also a good place to go into Motown’s other successful acts.  Motown survived, and thrived, during the era of the British Invasion and beyond.  In contrast, the other girl groups, the Brill Building writers, the Bobbys, and most other popular acts of the 1958-1963 period saw their careers die with the advent of The Beatles and other self-contained singing/playing/writing groups from England (and their American counterparts).

How did Motown stay successful through the end of the 1960s?  Well, one group, The Temptations, did a reverse “strictly commercial”.  They started out more pop and ended up more gritty, as Norman Whitfield took over their production from Smokey Robinson and replaced songs like “My Girl” with songs like “Cloud Nine”.  This late 1960s sound was heavily influenced by—no, stolen, from Sly & The Family Stone, with songs featuring alternating lead vocalists including a soloing bass voice.  

Climbing on my soap box for a moment:  Sly Stone is tremendously underrated and probably the most influential person in the evolution of music after the mid-1960s, with his group’s sound leading to disco, funk, and eventually rap and hip-hop.  You heard it here first (or maybe you didn’t, but it’s true).  Too bad he’s now mostly known for being late or a no-show for concerts.  And I never understood why his band had a white drummer (as did The Chambers Brothers).
Stevie Wonder is a classic in terms of musical evolution, starting on Motown as a 12 year-old harmonica-playing singer with a live-recorded number one record (“Fingertips, Part 2”) and becoming more and more sophisticated as a writer and performer as he became a late teen and then an adult.  It can be argued, both ways, that Stevie was strictly commercial yet counter to this theme.  As his career progressed, the singles rocked less (e.g., “Ma Cherie Amour”) but his albums became much more complex, to the point of getting play on FM album rock stations in the early 1970s.  

The same path was pretty much followed by the other Motown youngster-turned-musical-genius, Michael Jackson (more about The Jackson Five when we cover bubblegum music later in the 1960s).  And Marvin Gaye evolved from a raw soul singer to a social-conscious writer/performer as well.  

Motown’s other top male act, The Four Tops, pretty much remained on an even keel throughout their long career together.  Most of their hits were written by the Holland-Dozier-Holland team.  But suffice to say that H-D-H weren’t the only of Berry Gordy’s writers/producers who knew how to make hit records for the masses.  The upcoming chapter on hits and sound-alike follow-ups is chock full of Motown examples.  After all, it’s “the same old song.”

Chapter 9

Who Says They Don’t Sing With Accents?—The British Invasion


“’enery, ‘enery, ‘enery the eight I am, I am, ‘enery the eight I am”—I’m Henry VIII I Am—as recorded by Herman’s Hermits, a #1 hit in 1965

So, back to where we were a few chapters ago.  JFK had been assassinated, The Singing Nun and Bobby Vinton topped the top 40 airwaves, and one night in January of 1964 I was listening to WABC out of New York.  And there it was, more compelling than the wall of sound on “Da Do Ron Ron” or even Lesley Gore’s voice and hair (which I had undoubtedly seen by this time).  But it wasn’t a girl-group, it was a bunch of guys.  With guitars, chord structures, harmony vocals and a drum beat like I’d never heard before.  
You couldn’t tell from their voices that they weren’t American.  I hadn’t seen them, so I knew nothing of their strange look with the long hair.  But they sure had a funny name, The Beetles!  Why would anyone name a band after a disgusting insect?

Of course, if the rest were ever history, this is the seminal moment, at least for me, as a music listener and eventual performer.  I remember going to school that week and absent-mindedly singing the song’s chorus, “I want to hold your ha-a-a-a-nd!” only to be overheard by a friend.  “That’s by The Beatles,” he exclaimed in a ridiculing tone (making fun of their name, not of me).  “They’re from England.  And they have really long hair.”  How did Larry Ward know all this, and I didn’t?  My guess is that since his older sister was younger than my older sister, she already had a teen magazine with their picture and information.

But let’s give my sister some credit.  She shortly thereafter went out and bought both the Meet The Beatles and Introducing The Beatles albums, and let me and my friends listen to them.  I was hooked immediately.  However, I was so naïve about music at that point in my life, that when I read the instrumentation on the album, I thought that George played lead guitar (as in heavy as lead, or what’s in a pencil) and Paul played bass guitar (as in the type of fish, not the musical clef).  I’m not making this up.  At least I now knew how they spelled their band’s name.  I still have those albums, with the name “Sally Fox” written on the covers.

What was so different about The Beatles?  Even now it’s hard to put into words.  There were certainly other artists at that time who wrote their own songs and played guitars in self-contained bands.  I was too young to be that familiar with Buddy Holly & The Crickets, but The Beach Boys had been around for more than a year, and I liked their sound.  I didn’t know The Kingsmen played and sang simultaneously, and I loved “Louie Louie” (even before learning that its lyrics might be dirty).  Sure, The Beatles rocked a hell of a lot more than Lenny Welch.  But it wasn’t just that The Beatles rocked, wrote, played and sang.  Like Elvis, it was both the sound and the look—the trend-setting hair, the clothes, the whole package.

This all came together for me (and everyone else in America) on Sunday night, February 9, 1964, when The Beatles appeared on The Ed Sullivan Show.  I watched it with my parents.  And talk about strictly commercial!  What brilliant decisions by their manager, Brian Epstein.  Long-term, he had cleaned them up, outfitting them in matching suits and ties.  Epstein had discovered the boys playing in the basement of the Cavern club in Liverpool, dressed in jeans, t-shirts and leather jackets, smoking cigarettes, with John Lennon sometimes performing wearing a toilet seat around his neck.  

Short-term, for the Sullivan appearance, Epstein had them play, as one of their five songs, “Till There Was You”, the only non-original song on Meet The Beatles (I can’t technically call it a cover, despite the Anita Bryant single a few years before).  My mom, age 44 at the time, was strictly jazz—Sinatra and Ella Fitzgerald.  But when she saw Paul McCartney, wearing a suit and tie, singing this song from the Broadway show The Music Man, she immediately had no problem with how long The Beatles’ hair was.  
With that one TV appearance, Brian Epstein had introduced The Beatles to America as a clean, pop act that even mothers could love.  Not sure if something else visual was an Epstein idea, but another part of their look was the right-handed George and the left-handed Paul sharing one microphone—ingenious! (As if by this time they couldn’t afford an additional mic?)

Oh, and one more thing that was a piece of the total package and worked commercially:  the drummer, his almost comedic look, and creative stage name, Ringo Starr.  I contend that if they had stuck with Richard Starkey (or, worse, “John, Paul, George and Richie”), it would not have been as appealing.  Then you juxtapose silly Ringo with the cute one (Paul), the quiet one (George) and the sultry leader (John), and that’s the total package.  

So my mom now liked The Beatles.  My dad, an amateur jazz musician, had no place in his life for rock and roll.  Not that he hated it like some other parents.  And he was a great father and always let me listen to my stations when we were in the car, even if he would occasionally (and humorously) utter a loud, country-tinged “Yeee-hawww!” when he heard something particularly raucous.  Yet, Frank Fox liked The Beatles.  

I remember a driving trip we took during spring break of 1964.  This was when the “Fab Four” was everywhere on the radio, including having all of the top five hits in the U. S. (Billboard magazine charts) one week in early April.  We listened to Beatles song after Beatles song, and my dad was intrigued.  He was particularly captivated by their vocal harmonies (often fourths and fifths instead of the usual thirds of The Everly Brothers), and he let me know this.  Since it was about a year before I understood anything about music, I appreciated his insight but had no idea what he was talking about.

Analyzing The Beatles’ music in retrospect, it was so different from anything before it; regardless of the fact that the period of the Bobbys and particularly the dearth of real rock music on the radio following the JFK assassination set the stage and primed the audience for a revolution in records.  The Fab Four played their own instruments, and they wrote their own songs—songs that rocked yet were so much more complex compared to anything prior (of their early hits, only “Can’t Buy Me Love” was blues-based).  Musically, it was probably the combination between the more avant garde Lennon and the more commercial McCartney that made their songwriting so unique.

Sure, The Beatles had started as a cover band like everyone else.  I, for one, being the young age that I was, really first heard the music of Little Richard, Chuck Berry and the very underrated Larry Williams from Beatles album cuts.  Then they took what they learned from the American greats (including Motown and the Brill Building) and wrote 200+ great songs that still hold up well today.  Just ask my kids who are 30 years younger than I, or even those younger than they.  Beatles’ songs are now timeless.  And the group evolved in a unique way, starting out as straight rock & roll with the releases from 1964-1966, getting more and more sophisticated with the albums of 1966-1968, and then literally “getting back” to the roots with their final records.  

Despite manager Epstein’s efforts, you can’t say that The Beatles were ever strictly commercial.  They led the way in the evolution from singles to albums, and their writing and productions developed accordingly.  They sold lots of records and made millions of dollars (or in the case of Paul McCartney, billions—and he did have a strictly commercial period there for a while—see later in this chapter for details).  But The Beatles were artists first and entertainers second (after all, they stopped doing live shows after only two full years in America).  They were true innovators, not imitators—everyone else imitated them.  And (with possible rare exceptions to be explored in a later chapter), I always felt that their greatest achievement was writing all these songs, and no two sounded alike.

The Beatles were the first artist whose music grew as we grew with it.  This, in turn, made the 1960s such a great time for music, and growing up.  While rock & roll entered American teens’ lives in the mid-fifties and was quite different from anything before it, that period’s music was not accompanied by social and political issues such as we had in the sixties.  The Beatles, along with the folk-rock/protest song movement, ushered in a whole new era, concurrent with the Civil Rights movement, the Viet Nam war, free love, the drug culture, etc.  As the decade progressed, so did their music, and most everyone else’s as well.  Much more about this in the upcoming chapter on FM radio.
After The Beatles came the rest of the “British Invasion”.  There were really two waves, in early to mid-1964 and then late-1964 into 1965.  And this is the essence of one of the key elements of being strictly commercial—wimping out.  The first wave was led by a truly rocking group, The Dave Clark Five (also underrated in the annals of rock history, probably because of their place in line following The Beatles).  

An interesting story in that his band was formed only to raise money on behalf of a soccer team they played for, Dave Clark was commercial—the consummate businessman in addition to being a powerful drummer.  Organist Mike Smith really led the band, sang all the leads, co-wrote the songs with Clark, and looked a lot like Paul McCartney to boot.  And in a reversal of most artists, the DC5 started with original tunes, then later in their career had success with cover songs.  

But their original songs were strong, diverse, and for the most part different in sound from The Beatles because of the prominent organ and a saxophone.  “Glad All Over” and “Bits and Pieces” came charging out of the box, “Because” was a great ballad, and “Catch Us If You Can” was, well, catchy.  Critics never caught on.  I’m glad Dave and the guys finally made the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame a few years ago (although, unfortunately, Smith died two weeks before the induction ceremony). 

The other raunchier groups in that first wave of the invasion included The Kinks, Animals and, of course, The Rolling Stones.  None of these bands would have ever been caught dead in matching suits (although, if you look at early photos, many of the band members wore a jacket and tie, even The Stones!).  

Now The Rolling Stones started as cover artists even more than The Beatles, with Chuck Berry, Bo Diddley and Buddy Holly songs on their first five albums.  Their early originals were raw and rudimentary—even “Satisfaction” has basically two chords in the verse and three in the chorus.  And their singer, well, here was my father’s chance to say something like, “…if you can call that singing!”

To Mick Jagger’s and Keith Richards’ credit, The Stones (like The Beatles) grew artistically throughout the late 1960s, and then went back to the rawer roots toward the end of the decade.  That they are still touring as I write this in 2012 (as well as in 2015) is truly amazing.  But if you had told any of these 1960s or 1970s acts back then that today they would be packing outdoor summer concert venues, basketball arenas, or even football stadiums, college auditoriums or (God forbid!) Las Vegas show rooms, they would have said that you were the one smoking dope.
In 21st century business terminology (and my field of marketing), I realize now that the Rolling Stones are the ultimate “brand”.  They got to where they are through marketing.  In the beginning they were a cover band, playing blues.  Maybe they were ahead of some other bands at doing that, but really no different.  They didn't have much talent, and their singer was awful, compared to most. 
Once The Beatles made it, The Stones were marketed as the anti-Beatles, the bad guys versus the good guys.  Even though they were from nice middle-class families, well-educated (London School of Economics, etc.) and most of them wore jackets and ties onstage (albeit not matching), they were seen as the scruffy, nasty, low-life alternative to the Fab Four.
In later years, their tours got bigger and bigger, with a more and more elaborate stage, scenery and presentations--again, all marketing.  Their tongue logo?  Branding!  Having three of them stay together for 50 years has helped too, making them an institution not unlike a brand such as Coke.  And somewhere along the line someone labeled them "The world's greatest rock and roll band", and it stuck.
What about the other early British Invasion bands?  Like The Stones, The Animals were a strong cover band with a singer, Eric Burdon, whose voice was more atonal than melodic.  The Kinks were a lot more original, with a brilliant songwriter in Ray Davies, but still followed the ubiquitous pattern of loud rock and roll in the beginning and lighter, artier stuff later.  Same with The Who, who kind of fall between the two British Invasion eras as a true rock group who appeared on our shores a bit later than the others, driving guitar songs first, rock operas and synthesizers later.  And likewise The Zombies, with their early singles like “She’s Not There” and “Tell Her No”, and then the critically acclaimed album Odyssey and Oracle (including the hit “Time of the Season”) later in the decade.  
The Yardbirds pretty much stayed rowdy, giving us lead guitar legends Eric Clapton, Jeff Beck and Jimmy Page, albeit with at least one weird slip-up (see “Ha! Ha! Said The Clown”).  Not sure where to place Manfred Mann or The Hollies.
Two British groups were early in the invasion, but never hard rockers.  One is Gerry & The Pacemakers.  This band was, like The Beatles, from Liverpool, managed by Brian Epstein, and self-contained (although with a piano instead of a lead guitar).  And, following The Beatles, they hit the American charts before everyone else but The Dave Clark Five.  But there the similarities to the Fab Four (or any of the other early invaders) end.  
You see, Gerry & The Pacemakers were a bunch of shorter-haired wimps.  Gerry had talent, as a singer, writer and later (appropriately enough) as a children’s TV show host.  But his band’s music was just this side of Bobby Vinton.  Why, one of their songs included the line, “I like the way you straighten my tie” for gosh sakes!  To bring the Bobbys full circle, The Pacemakers’ most wimpy song, complete with symphonic strings and Roger Williams-style piano solo, was a remake of Bobby Darin’s ballad, “I’ll Be There”.

The other is The Searchers.  When their “Needles and Pins” hit the charts, I remember it being billed as “the song that knocked The Beatles out of number one in England!”  Not sure if this was really true or not.  By the way, taking this thing really full circle, the song that knocked The Beatles out of number one in the United States was none other than “Hello Dolly” by Louis Armstrong (the entertainer, not musician, version of Satchmo).  And even more 1960s top 40 commercial (Kal Mann would be proud!), the follow-up, “I Still Get Jealous”, began with Louis saying, “Hey, Dolly...”.
By late 1964, anything even remotely British was being brought to the U.S. and sold well. Thus came the next wave, with even wimpier groups.  The summer of 1964 gave us three intertwined acts with softer rock songs:  To this day, baby boomers get Peter & Gordon mixed up with Chad & Jeremy.  Each was a pair of good-looking, long-haired gents, age 20 or less, one of whom wore large glasses.  The difference was that Peter Asher’s sister Jane was Paul McCartney’s girlfriend at the time, so he and Gordon Waller had at their disposal great Lennon-McCartney songs like “World Without Love” that Chad Stuart and Jeremy Clyde did not.  Likewise, another Epstein-managed group, Billy J. Kramer & The Dakotas, featured a handsome lead singer and some songs penned by John and Paul.

A great trivia question is:  Which artist sold the most records in the United States during 1965?  Nope, it was not The Beatles.  Hey—that was the year of “Satisfaction”, so it had to be The Stones, right?  Wrong.  It was Herman’s Hermits.  

This band of geeks was seen as a self-contained group with two guitars, bass, drums and Peter Noone on vocals.  He was apparently nicknamed Herman because he once looked like Sherman, the pet boy belonging to the brilliant dog, Mr. Peabody, on the Bullwinkle TV show.  So why wasn’t Mr. Noone called Sherman?  The band could have been called Sherman’s March to the Sea.  Or maybe Peter’s Pumpkin Eaters.  Rumors are that not only didn’t the Hermits play on any of their records, but that the lead and bass guitarists were really Jimmy Page and John Paul Jones, later of Led Zeppelin.  Noone has acknowledged that Jones arranged a lot of their hits.

Anyway, the Hermits wore matching suits and looked cute, especially the 17 year-old Herman (particularly when he put a finger to his bucked teeth).  Girls screamed as much, if not more, than for Paul of The Beatles.  Their records were middle-of-the-road pop/rock, starting with the Goffin/King-penned “I’m Into Something Good” (technically a cover of black artist Earl-Jean’s concurrent record).  Their next hit was “Can’t You Hear My Heartbeat”, written by John Carter and Ken Lewis (they later went on to write or co-write “Little Bit o’ Soul” by The Music Explosion and “Incense and Peppermints” by The Strawberry Alarm Clock).  This Hermits’ song could just as well have been written and performed by Buddy Holly, it was that spot-on a copy of the bespectacled one’s style.  

Then came the ultimate commercial wimpiness, a literal throwback to the British music hall sound of the early 1900s, with “Mrs. Brown You’ve Got A Lovely Daughter” (written in the 1960s) and “I’m Henry The Eight I Am” (actually written in 1911!).  Both were number one U.S. hits in the middle of 1965.  
Up until this moment, Americans could swear that all these chaps in the various British bands were just like us when it came to rock and roll.  They sang without accents, as bluesy and as soulful as any Motown artist.  Well, maybe they pronounced “girl” funny (“gell”), but that was it.  John Lennon’s, Mick Jagger’s and Ray Davies’s “i’s” were as southern sounding as Jerry Lee Lewis’s.  

Then came Herman.  Now, maybe Peter Noone was trying as hard to sound British as Eric Burdon was trying not to.  Whatever the reason, Mrs. Brown had got a daughter minus the T in “got”, and Henry VIII lost his “H”.  There is a great PBS documentary about the group, where Noone even admits that they could not progress musically or release harder rock songs, because their band name wasn’t consistent with that!  
But if you thought Herman’s Hermits were square, what about Freddie & The Dreamers?  The all-time wimpiest.  The Bobby Vinton of rock groups.  
The Beatles at least wore stylish light gray suits with unique collarless jackets and shiny black boots.  Freddie & The Dreamers looked like they were on their way to a meeting on Wall Street with their dark business suits.  And while Peter & Gordon and Chad & Jeremy each had one partner in trend-setting dark-rimmed, almost rectangular glasses, lead singer Freddie Garrity wore those nerdy, “my father is an engineer with a pocket protector in his short sleeve white button down shirt” style glasses, with a gray frame only on the top, clear frame on the bottom.  Freddie sang in an even more British inflection than Herman.  And then there was that dance.

If you turned on your TV during the spring of 1965, you couldn’t miss it:  the number one song in the nation, “I’m Telling You Now”.  There was Freddie out front, gaily (in any definition of that word you want) throwing both his arms out sideways, and each leg on an alternating basis, in time with the bouncy beat of the music.  Behind him, the band members were doing the exact same thing with their legs.  Talk about entertainment as opposed to musicianship!  The U.S. kids and teens ate it up (presumably girls—would any male admit to liking Freddie & The Dreamers?).  
They followed this with a couple more sound-alike hits, including the much-expected “Do The Freddie”—Kal Mann eat your heart out (which did actually lead to Chubby Checker recording an entirely different song with essentially the same name).  The repetitive high-pitched laugh in Freddie’s version is enough to put this song on the “turn it off!” list.   
The female side of the British invasion also wimped out.  The first “gell” to show up on our shores was Dusty Springfield, with the rocker “I Only Wanna Be With You” and the Spector-esque “Stay Awhile”.  But then she hit with middle-of-the-road pop songwriters’ Bacharach and David’s “Wishin’ and Hopin’” and later their ballad, “The Look of Love”.  Following Dusty in the women’s invasion were other strictly pop singers such as Cilla Black and the most successful of them all, Petula Clark.  Even Lulu, a rocker with her band The Luvvers before becoming famous, had only ballads as hits (albeit the number one record of 1967 with the movie theme, “To Sir With Love”).  

By later in the decade, The Beatles were solely a studio group, unable to reproduce their complicated songs and arrangements in concert even if they had wanted to.  The “White Album” did have an ironic twist for strictly commercial-dom.  Instead of American groups imitating The Beatles (an entire chapter is coming up on that), here were the Fab Four parodying The Beach Boys (“Back in the USSR”), The Monkees (“Everybody’s Got Something To Hide Except Me and My Monkey”), Bob Dylan (“Rocky Raccoon”) and bubblegum music (“Birthday”).
And while this book is not intended to go much beyond the 1960s, I would be remiss not to acknowledge Paul McCartney’s total sell-out to pop with his 1970s and 1980s group, Wings, and his sappy duets with Stevie Wonder and Michael Jackson.  Silly love songs, indeed!  I will, however, give Sir Paul this:  In the 21st century, in his seventies, he is still rocking with his new band, playing lots of old Beatles songs.  It’s what the crowd wants to hear, and if that’s the definition of strictly commercial, then McCartney could be the strictly-est commercial artist of all time.  
After all, he has made the most money, or at least the most while being able to enjoy it (Elvis is dead).  And Paul’s concerts have typically been three hours long, with no other acts on the bill, no breaks, and he doesn’t even take a sip of water—amazing for a 70+ year-old!
One final thought about the British Invasion and its ties to an early premise of this book—black originators and white imitators.  Just as I had discovered The Beatles’ Negro artist influences from their cover tunes, others first learned about blues legends like Willie Dixon, Muddy Waters, Jimmy Reed and Slim Harpo from early Rolling Stones albums.  Then as singles gave way to album rock later in the 1960s (also for another chapter), blues guitarists like Eric Clapton (now with Cream) and his American counterparts Mike Bloomfield (with The Butterfield Blues Band) and Danny Kalb (the Blues Project) made us aware of their idols such as Waters, Robert Johnson and B.B. King.  This, in turn, resurrected the record sales (and, if they were alive, the careers) of these black singer-guitarists from the southern U.S.

Yet, Eric Clapton, while not consciously trying to wimp out, may in the long run be better known for his singing than his guitar playing, and his solo act singles rather than his band work with John Mayall’s Bluesbreakers, Cream, Blind Faith and Derek & The Dominos.  This is all thanks to that ballad that all women sigh for when they hear it, “Wonderful Tonight”.  Keith Richards would never stoop so low.  And I’m glad John Lennon wasn’t around to see this.  Strictly commercial.

Chapter 10

The Same Old Song—Sound-alike Follow-ups and Other Imitations


“Ow-ooh!  It’s me again!”—The Hair On My Chinny Chin Chin—as recorded by Sam The Sham & The Pharaohs, a #22 hit in 1966


There were hits and sound-alike follow-ups by the same artist.  There were sound-alike hits by different artists.  There were artists whose careers were started based entirely on imitating another artist.  This chapter and the subsequent one will cover all of these tricks.


Sure, we’ve already reported on Cameo-Parkway Records and its use of all three concepts ad nauseam, and we also covered cover records.  But there’s so much more.  Let’s begin at the earliest stage of rock & roll.


The cover record example from Chapter 4, “Work With Me Annie” by The Midnighters, is also a great starting point for sound-alike follow-ups. Hank Ballard’s chick Annie not only worked, a few months later “Annie Had a Baby”, and even later on vinyl we heard about “Annie’s Aunt Fannie”.  These songs, all blues-based and very similar in melody as well, became known in the annals of rock history as the “Annie records”.  Not much imagination in Ballard’s songwriting or in the public’s taste for buying these records that all sounded the same.  And these sound-alikes, using the same characters in the lyrics, qualify for an even rarer form of this phenomenon, the sequel (like movies of the 1970s and beyond with numbers at the end of their titles).


Also early in the archives of rock & roll, Big Joe Turner followed “Shake, Rattle and Roll” with the practically indistinguishable “Flip, Flop and Fly”.  These two were so much alike that Elvis used to do them in a medley.  And virtually everything Carl Perkins did in the 1950s sounded the same.


Bill Haley and His Comets are acknowledged to have the first rock & roll record to go to number one on the pop charts.  Haley was not a songwriter.  But there are two examples of copycatting just from that record alone.  “(We’re Gonna) Rock Around The Clock” was very close in melody to country legend Hank Williams’s first major hit, “Move It On Over” from 1947.  And the famous lightning-speed guitar solo by Danny Cedrone on “Rock Around The Clock” was literally identical to that which Cedrone had played a few years earlier on “Rock The Joint” when Haley’s group was known as The Saddlemen.  Let’s face it—many of Haley’s early records sounded the same.  It’s just the blues, man!


The self-proclaimed “architect of rock & roll”, Little Richard, was an even more blatant copier of his own style on record after record (I won’t say hit after hit, because some of these didn’t make the pop charts—R&B only).  His first charted tune, “Tutti Frutti”, was followed by the virtually identical “Heeby Jeebies”, the latter substituting “Wop-bop-a-leema-lamma, Wop-boppa-loo” for the former’s “Wop-bop-a-loo-bop, A-lop-bop-bum”.  “She’s Got It”, from the great motion picture The Girl Can’t Help It starring Jayne Mansfield, is essentially a re-write of “Long Tall Sally”.  


Little Richard even stole the piano intro to “Good Golly Miss Molly” note for note from what many consider the first rock & roll record, “Rocket 88” by Jackie Brenston and His Delta Cats.  Even as late as 1964, he ripped off “Tutti Frutti” once more with “Bama Lama Bama Loo”.  And it’s common knowledge (or at least legend) in rock history circles that Little Richard copped his entire musical style and look from a pianist/singer called Esquerita.  Again, like most early rockers, all of Penniman’s hits had the standard blues changes, but you get the picture.


Before we leave Little Richard, here’s what could be the first of many examples of one rock & roll artist “begetting” another.  Larry Williams (previously noted as a huge influence on The Beatles, as was Penniman), was on the same Specialty record label as Richard.  Williams followed the architect’s lead with blues-based rockers like “Dizzy Miss Lizzy”, obviously taking over where “Good Golly Miss Molly” left off.  The Beatles learned how to shake their heads and sing “wo-o-o-o!” from Richard, but they covered only one of his songs on their records.  They covered three of Larry’s.


And Little Richard may have begotten Roy Orbison as well.  Just listen to Roy’s first hit, “Ooby Dooby”.  You’ll hear a lot of “Tutti Frutti” (along with some “Rock The Joint”).  Bringing this 1950s thing full circle, Bill Haley’s last top 40 hit was “Skinny Minnie”, picking up on Larry Williams’s “Short Fat Fannie” and “Bony Maronie”.  Haley’s follow-up, “Lean Jean”, only made it to #67.  


Another pioneer of rock & roll made liberal use of sound-alikes and sequels.  Most of Chuck Berry’s hits were blues-based.  He used that “Johnny B. Goode” intro riff at the start of many tunes, said bye-bye to Johnny in a sequel-type follow-up, and even stole his own melody note for note, seven years apart, as “School Day” became “No Particular Place To Go”.


Two other late 1950s sequels to major hits were The Bobettes’ “I Shot Mr. Lee” (never quite understood why!), a totally identical tune to “Mr. Lee”; and Buddy Holly’s “Peggy Sue Got Married” which took that famous girl into matrimony via quite different chords, tempo and melody from the original “Peggy Sue”.  Interestingly, Holly pre-dates the Cameo-Parkway song referral trick by noting (probably with tongue in cheek) that Peggy Sue is “…a girl that's been in nearly every song”.  Which was true (please see the quote at the beginning of Chapter 6).

In actuality, artists having a repeatable formula for hits probably goes back to the 1930s and The Ink Spots, with all their ballads having a high tenor lead and a “talking bass” middle—“Honey child, if I didn’t care”, etc.  But we’re really here to talk about the 1960s.  And for that, I give you Brill Building songwriter extraordinaire, Ellie Greenwich, talking about hits and sound-alike follow-ups:


In the industry then, if you got a hit with an artist, you would always follow it with a similar-sounding one.  Then, on the third one, you would change things a little. (Kingsley Abbott, Phil Spector Reader, pg. 219)


So, if you steal from yourself, is it plagiarism?  How about if you’re specifically instructed to write a song that sounds like a current hit?  I love the fact that The Righteous Brothers’ “You’ve Lost That Lovin’ Feeling” was written by one of the Brill Building teams (Barry Mann and Cynthia Weil), and its similar-sounding follow-up, “Just Once In My Life”, was written by another (Gerry Goffin and Carole King).  And leave it to Phil Spector to throw his name into the writing credits on both records.  


The following is a list, in somewhat chronological order, of numerous hits and sound-alike follow-ups from the late 1950s and 1960s, omitting anything from Cameo-Parkway already covered (which is a lot!) and other aforementioned ditties like “Twistin’ Postman”.  If it worked once, it has to work again!  Usually it didn’t.  Here goes:
· “Sixty Minute Man” and “Can’t Do Sixty No More” by (Billy Ward and) The Dominoes (1951/1954):  Might as well start with what some consider the first rock & roll record.  After many weak follow-ups to one of the dirtiest records ever to make it past the censors, three years later they copied it note for note, just different lyrics.  It failed to chart.

· “Bo Diddley” and most other of his songs with the same beat and only one or two chords, by Bo Diddley (1955 and beyond):  I’ll never understand why this guy is considered one of the innovators of rock & roll.
· “Seventeen” followed by “My Boy Flat Top”, in 1955, from Boyd Bennett and His Rockets (the group obviously begotten by Bill Haley and His Comets, in both name and sound).
· “Why Do Fools Fall In Love?” (1956) and practically anything else by Frankie Lymon & The Teenagers:  Bass vocal intro, same sound, similar chords, etc., etc.  (also anything by his brother, Louie Lymon & The Teenchords)

· “At The Hop” (#1) and “Rock and Roll is Here To Stay” (#19) by Danny & The Juniors:  Perhaps the first real conscious commercial effort at a sound-alike follow-up (i.e., white and/or following a big hit).  

· Or maybe it was The Skyliners with “Since I Don’t Have You” followed by “This I Swear”, both with Janet Vogel’s soaring soprano at the end.

· “Chantilly Lace” (#6) and “Big Bopper’s Wedding” (#38) by The Big Bopper (1958):  Had he lived, who knows how long he could have kept this going?

· “Buzz Buzz Buzz” by The Hollywood Flames, “Rockin’ Robin” and “The Bluebird, The Buzzard and The Oriole” by Bobby Day, (1957-58):  Day sang lead on the first one (#11), the middle one was the big hit (#2), and the last one a flop (#54).

· “A Thousand Miles Away” by The Heartbeats (1956, lead vocal by James “Shep” Sheppard) and “Daddy’s Home” by Shep & The Limelites (1961):  One of the strangest pairs, with a five-year time span and a group name change.

· “Diana” (1957, #1) and “Remember Diana” (1963, #39) by Paul Anka:  This was an even longer hiatus than Shep--it took him six years to try and get over his baby sitter!  Also, the latter song sounds a lot like The Diamonds’ “Little Darlin’”, including the cowbell with the Bo Diddley beat.
· “Save The Last Dance For Me” (1960) & “I’ll Take You Home” (1963) by The Drifters:  A bit of a stretch, another long time span, with the follow-up having the same theme of changing partners at a dance, but with an interesting twist.

· “Walk Don’t Run”, “Perfidia” and “Lullaby of the Leaves” by The Ventures (1960-61):  You didn’t have to be a vocal group to copy your own style.  At least with their next big hit they had the good sense to go the obvious route and name it “Walk Don’t Run ‘64”.
· Speaking of instrumentals, just about any of the hits from the late 1950s/early 1960s by Bill Black’s Combo (“Smokie—Part 2”, “White Silver Sands”, “Don’t Be Cruel”, “Hearts of Stone”).  He may have been Elvis’s original bass player in 1954, and his combo opened for the Beatles’ first American tour in 1964, but his sound (particularly the organ and sax) was practically identical on all these records.  I’ve referred to the movie That Thing You Do a few times, and the song during the scene where The Wonders are “lip-syncing” a saxophone instrumental for the beach movie is spot-on Bill Black’s Combo.  

· “Blue Moon” and “Heartaches” by The Marcels (1961):  Talk about a formula!  1930s and 1940s songs done up doo-wop.  They even made fun of themselves later with a similar version of “Melancholy Baby”.  

· “Tossin’ and Turnin’” and “One Track Mind” by Bobby Lewis (1961):  Right down to the virtually identical sax/speeded-up Chipmunk-style voice solo.  Interesting that later The Knickerbockers followed up “Lies” with a (different) “One Track Mind” of their own.
· Del Shannon’s “Runaway” and “Hats Off To Larry” (1961) with the same feeling, organ and early synthesizer parts, and then the similar-sounding “Keep Searchin’” (1965)—another multi-year gap.

· “But I Do” by Clarence “Frogman” Henry, followed by “You Always Hurt The One You Love”—sounding so much alike they should have been done in a medley!

· Ricky Nelson’s “Traveling Man” and “A Wonder Like You” (1961), both talking about traveling the world.  The author of each (Jerry Fuller, who has sets of sound-alikes in this list from two different artists) must have had some kind of hang-up on Polynesia.  Fuller also wrote Ricky’s 1962 hits, “Young World” and “It’s Up To You”, which had virtually the same musical introduction.  Then in mid-1963 into 1964 the newly-named “Rick” Nelson got into songs from the 1930s (his dad’s influence?), starting with “Fools Rush In”.  His versions of “For You” and “The Very Thought Of You” had absolutely identical organ-driven feels.  But he’s still my hero.
· “Ya Ya” and “Do Re Mi” by Lee Dorsey (1961):  Not all of these require or are worthy of comments.

· “School Is Out”, “School Is In”, and “Dear Lady Twist” by Gary “U.S.” Bonds (1961-62):  And this guy has the nerve to call someone else a copycat?  The first two follow the sequel theme, while the third’s verse has the exact same tune as the second’s (and, of course, takes advantage of the dance craze of the moment).

· “Mother-In-Law” by Ernie K-Doe (1961) and “Lipstick Traces” by Benny Spellman (1962):  The most unique pair, in that Spellman did the bass voice on K-Doe’s #1 hit, and K-Doe did the “leave me no more” bit at the end of each verse of Spelman’s #80 miss.

· “Runaround Sue” and “Lovers Who Wander” by Dion (1961-62), with, of course, the latter picking up on “The Wanderer”.  Ernie Maresca wrote or co-wrote all three and then mentioned the former in his 1962 hit, “Shout! Shout! (Knock Yourself Out)”, a song worthy of Cameo-Parkway in that it also calls out the twist, the fly, and even two Gary “U.S.” Bonds titles!
· “Let Me In” (1962) and “Music! Music! Music!” (1961) by The Sensations:  Really a prequel, because the former (#4, and an original) was a much bigger hit, and this author never heard the latter (#54, a remake) until many years later.  But same beat, style, etc.  One of the rare instances of the sound-alike follow-up performing significantly better on the charts.

· Ben E. King’s “Stand By Me” and “Don’t Play That Song” (1961-1962)—same beat, same bass line, same chords, same strings, everything the same except the tune and lyrics!

· “Johnny Angel” and “Johnny Loves Me” by Shelley Fabares (1962):  A typical example of a #1 followed by something that couldn’t crack the top 20.
· Jimmy Dean’s “P.T. 109”, following up “Big Bad John”, with a great ending saying it’s hard to get the best of a man named John (Kennedy), followed by the “Big John” refrain from the earlier number one hit.

· “Tell Me” and “Young and in Love” by Dick & Dee Dee (1962-63)—pretty much the same song.
· Ray Charles’ “Unchain My Heart” and “Don’t Set Me Free” (1962-63)—same thing.
· “Breaking Up Is Hard To Do” and “Next Door To An Angel” by Neil Sedaka (1962):  Same type of nonsense lyrics to start, finish and back the song.  In fact, Sedaka talks about all his songs being sandwiches, with intros and out-tros surrounding the meat. 

· “Ahab the Arab” and “Santa Claus is Watching You” by Ray Stevens (1962):  God bless Clyde the Camel!
· The Contours’ “Do You Love Me” (1962), followed immediately by the similarly-chorded “Shake Sherry”, and then more than a year later by the almost identical “Can You Do It?”, with the two follow-ups clocking in at #43 and #41 whereas the first hit had been #3 (and even made it to #11 in 1988, thanks to its inclusion in the movie Dirty Dancing).
· “The Dog” and “Walking The Dog” by Rufus Thomas (1963):  Come on, baby!

· “Down At Papa Joe’s” and “Southtown U.S.A. by The Dixie-Belles (1963-64):  I guess they eventually ran out of beginners’ piano riffs to pilfer.

· “Hey Paula”, “Young Lovers” and “First Quarrel” by Paul and Paula (1963):  Three in a row!  They want to get married, they get married, and then they fight.  A typical chart progression (#1, #6, #27).

· “It’s My Party” and “Judy’s Turn To Cry” by Lesley Gore (1963):  Perhaps the best known pair of all of these.  Revenge for Miss Gore in the sequel (and a #5 to follow her #1).  Different songwriters but producer Quincy Jones copied his first arrangement right down to the triangle on every eighth-note beat. 

· “Easier Said Than Done” and “Walking Miracle” by The Essex (1963):  Another #1 whose follow-up couldn’t quite come close (#12).  Amazingly, the almost-identical sounding follow-up had different writers from the hit.  
· But wait—At about the same time as the above, Little Peggy March’s #1, “I Will Follow Him”, was followed by two songs in the identical style (“I Wish I Were A Princess” and “Hello Heartache, Goodbye Love”), and then by one (“The Impossible Happened”) that sounded like the two Essex hits.  Of course, all of the follow-ups were written by the same folks who brought you “Walking Miracle”.

· Here’s one I never knew till recently, and there’s a reason why:  Randy & The Rainbows’ “Denise” (#10, 1963) was trailed about six months later by their only other record to even hit the charts.  “Why Do Kids Grow Up?” is as close to “Denise” as if it were played twice in a row—same chorus, same falsetto vocals, same key change, etc.  I finally heard this follow-up on Sirius/XM radio in 2014, and had to look it up in a Whitburn book to learn that it only made it to #97 and was in the top 100 for only two weeks—no wonder I never heard it on WSAI in 1963!   
· “Monkey Time” and “Hey Little Girl” by Major Lance (1963):  A distinguished songwriter, Curtis Mayfield, stoops to stealing from himself, flaunting a dance craze (the follow-up mentions the Monkey as well).  

· “Green Green” and “Saturday Night” by The New Christy Minstrels (1963):  Same gruff Barry McGuire lead vocal, same “easy now…”, and the incongruous line, “Green green on a Saturday night” at the end.  

· “Deep Purple” and “Whispering” by Nino Tempo and April Stevens:  Picking up where The Marcels left off two years before, with their own-styled revival of a 1930s hit followed by one from 1920 (!).  Each had the same harmonica chord intro/interlude, same sexy talking middle by April, same exact feel.

· “I’m Leaving It Up To You” and “Stop and Think It Over” by Dale and Grace (1963):  The epitome of a one-hit wonder trying to become a two-hit wonder (the first was a #1, the second a #8, proving once more that you can fool some of the people some of the time).

· “Sugar Shack” (#1) and “Daisy Petal Pickin’” (#15) by Jimmy Gilmer & The Fireballs:  Same calliope.  1962 and 1963 seem to be the glory years for sound-alikes.

· Getting into 1964, “Hey Little Cobra” and “Three Window Coupe” by The Rip Chords:  Gimmicks like surf and car songs always make for good sound-alike follow-ups.

· “Surfin’ Bird” and “Bird Dance Beat” by The Trashmen (1964, #4 and #30, respectively):  When a novelty works, just do it again!  As if we weren’t already sick of that raspy vocal.  And “Surfin’ Bird” was ripped from The Rivingtons’ “The Bird Is The Word” (1963), which in turn was a sound-alike to that group’s “Papa-Oom-Mow-Mow” (1962).  Plus, The Rivingtons may take the follow-up cake with their attempt at “Mama-Oom-Mow-Mow” the following year.
· “Navy Blue” and “Kiss Me Sailor” by Diane Renay (1964):  Never understood why a nice Jewish girl would be chasing sailors!

· “Under the Boardwalk” and “I’ve Got Sand in My Shoes” by The Drifters (1964):  The follow-up mentions the boardwalk in the first line, in case the listener forgot.

· “You Really Got Me” and “All Day and All of the Night” by The Kinks (1964):  I’m surprised Ray Davies didn’t sue himself!

· “I Can’t Help Myself” and “It’s The Same Old Song” by The Four Tops (1965).  Some people swear that Holland-Dozier-Holland were actually spoofing precisely what they were doing with this follow-up.  I doubt they were that clever.

· And while we’re at it, “I Can’t Help Myself” was almost a direct lift from H-D-H’s first number one hit, The Supremes’ “Where Did Our Love Go".

· And staying with Motown, how about all those sound-alikes that followed “Shotgun” by Jr. Walker & The All-Stars? (“Shake and Finger Pop”, “Do The Boomerang”, and “Shoot Your Shot”)

· “Hang On Sloopy” (#1) and “Fever” (#7) by The McCoys (1965):  Two covers done in the identical style.  Play each from the beginning, and the indistinguishable tom-tom riffs make it impossible to tell which song you’re listening to.  They are virtually the same even till the end, including the call and response “Yeah!”-“Yeah!” portion.  Later (1967) the McCoys tried it again, with “I Got To Go Back (And Watch That Little Girl Dance)” in the same style—no such luck (#69).

· “These Boots Are Made For Walking” and “How Does That Grab You Darling” by Nancy Sinatra (1966):  A desperate attempt at another #1 (still, not bad at #7).

· “Lightning Strikes” and “Rhapsody in the Rain” by Lou Christie (1966):  The latter even referred back to the lightning from the former.

· “Little Red Riding Hood” (#2) and “The Hair on My Chinny Chin Chin” (#22) by Sam The Sham & The Pharoahs (1966).  Please see the quote at the top of this chapter.  Of course, Sam then followed these up a year later with “Black Sheep” (#68).  

· “Time Won’t Let Me” and “Respectable” by The Outsiders (1966):  Same drum intro, and featuring the same major tonic to minor sixth chord change (even though the former was an original and the latter a cover—Note, there was the ballad “Girl In Love” released in between).  Another note—The original “Respectable”, by the Isley Brothers, while not a hit, had those two chords lifted directly from their flagship song, “Shout” (which interestingly never hit the national top 40, peaking at #47).

· At least three of Neil Diamond’s early (1966-67) hits all had the same chord pattern:  “Cherry Cherry”, “I Got The Feelin’”, and “I Thank The Lord For The Nighttime”.  
· “96 Tears”, “I Need Somebody” and “Can’t Get Enough of You Baby” by ? & The Mysterians (1966-67):  A tri-fecta of cheesy organ-dominated music, the follow-ups never coming near the #1 status of the hit (numbers 22 and 66, respectively).  1966 and 1967 seem to have been comeback years for hits and sound-alike follow-ups.

· “I Think We’re Alone Now” and “Mirage” by Tommy James & The Shondells (1967):  In James’s autobiography, he admitted that the latter was the former, “backwards”.

· Keith’s “98.6” and “Daylight Savin’ Time”.  If a theme works, stick with it, even though the follow-up charted 72 spots below (#79 vs. #7).  Another instance of the sound-alike penned by different writers (in this case Mort Shuman now with Jerry Ross of the Broadway hits The Pajama Game and Damn Yankees).  But at least it gets airplay on oldies stations one day a year in March.

· “Can’t Take My Eyes Off You” and “I Make a Fool of Myself by Frankie Valli (1967):  Hell, even great songwriters like Bob Gaudio have to resort to this trick (not that he didn’t do it five years earlier with The Four Seasons’ “Sherry”, “Big Girls Don’t Cry” and “Santa Claus Is Coming To Town”).

· “Snoopy Vs. the Red Baron” and “Return of the Red Baron” by The Royal Guardsmen (1967):  Identical marching band feel, virtually the same tune, and a true sequel, as are the follow-ups to many novelty records (also see the perennially-played “Snoopy’s Christmas”).  
· “Get on Up” and “And Get Away” by The Esquires (1967):  This could be the best (or worst) example of all!  Virtually the same song!!

· Still in 1967, The Soul Survivors’ “Expressway To Your Heart” (#4) followed by “Explosion In Your Soul” (#33) is a great example of how this doesn’t work.  Copycat note—The Soul Survivors were clearly imitating the (Young) Rascals.

· Also, Jay & The Techniques’ “Apples, Peaches, Pumpkin Pie” and the later, similar-sounding/themed “Strawberry Shortcake” (but with “Keep The Ball Rolling” in between).  
· “Dance To The Music” and “M’Lady” by Sly & The Family Stone (1968):  Another great songwriter, pulling this trick at the start of his career.

· “Happy Together” and “Elenore” by The Turtles:  This is one of the funnier stories in rock history.  After a few non-similar-sounding follow-ups to the 1967 #1 smash, a year and a half later their record company asked the group for “another Happy Together”.  The Turtles were so mad at this that they wrote a total satire (complete with words like “groovy”, “swell”, “intoxicate” and “et cetera”), which then shocked them by going all the way to #6 on the charts.

· Virtually anything by Gary Puckett & The Union Gap.  No need to elaborate, other than that “Young Girl” and “Lady Willpower” were both written by Jerry “I wrote sound-alikes for Ricky Nelson too” Fuller.  This all could make Fuller the composing king of sound-alikes.  And to make matters worse, the British group/singer, Jefferson, with a 1969 hit “Baby Take Me In Your Arms” (#23), was a direct rip-off of the Gary Puckett sound.  
· The Classics IV’s “Spooky” and “Stormy”, not just for their titles, but for the identical rhythm of the chorus (“Daaaaah, dah-daah, dah-daah, daaaaah…”, which also appears in their “Every Day With You Girl”).
· “Tighten Up” and “I Can’t Stop Dancing” by Archie Bell & The Drells (from Houston, Texas) (1968):  What the hell is a Drell anyway?
· “The Eyes of a New York Woman” and “Hooked on a Feeling” by B. J. Thomas (1968):  Another rare case where the sound-alike follow-up became a much bigger hit than its predecessor (#5 vs. #28).  Both featured a sitar.
· Another New York theme:  Two by (Harry) Nilsson—one he didn’t write “(Everybody’s Talkin’”, #3) followed by one he did (“I Guess The Lord Must Be In New York City”, #36).  Nilsson is a singer-songwriter, like Gene Pitney and Jackie DeShannon, who wrote hits for others but most of whose own hits were written by others.

· Speaking of DeShannon, while these weren’t sound-alikes, she only had two hits ever to make it past #40 (both top 10).  But there were four years between 1965’s “What The World Needs Now Is Love” (written by Burt Bacharach and Hal David) and 1969’s similarly-themed “Put a Little Love In Your Heart” (co-written by Jackie), with numerous misses in between.

· “Love Child” and “I’m Living In Shame” by Diana Ross & The Supremes:  After kicking off their commercial career with hit-after-hit sound-alikes in 1964-65, by 1968 they followed one socially-conscious song about mama and growing up poor with another (I was always curious about how “mama passed away while making homemade jam”—did she fall into the pot and drown?).

· “Yummy Yummy Yummy” and “Chewy Chewy” by The Ohio Express (1968):  I can’t take much more of this!

· Everything by The Temptations once Norman Whitfield channeled his internal Sylvester Stewart (1968-on):  I’m exaggerating, but only a bit.  “Cloud Nine”, “Runaway Child Running Wild”, “Don’t Let The Joneses Get You Down”, “I Can’t Get Next To You”, “Psychadelic Shack”, “Ball of Confusion”, all with the Sly Stone formula of line-by-line rotating lead vocalists and not much more than one chord in the whole song.  
· And a very commercial act from the late 1960s (in that they cranked out double-sided singles), Creedence Clearwater Revival.  They also favored the one-chord pattern, and all in the key of E.  “Green River”, “Run Through The Jungle”, and John Fogerty’s 1980s solo “The Old Man Down The Road” are very close; and two from the CCR album, Bayou Country, “Keep On Chooglin’” and “Bootleg”, are practically identical.
· One from the early 1970s (also please see the upcoming chapter on horn bands):  “Vehicle” and “Superman” by The Ides of March.
· And another one with lots of years in between:  1969’s “Laughing” by Guess Who (lead vocals by Burton Cummings), and 1976’s “Stand Tall” by Burton Cummings.  Both had essentially the same chord changes in the verses, and both peaked at #10 on the charts.

And there are many more.  But to conclude this list, in a category of his own, is James Brown.  The guy with all the nicknames:  The Godfather of Soul! The Hardest Working Man in Show Business!  Soul Brother Number One!  The Man They Call Mr. Dynamite Himself!  Well, I prefer to think of him as:  The Godfather of Rip-off!  The Least Hardest Writing Man in Show Business!  Song Stealer Number One!  The Man They Call Mr. Plagiarize-Yourself!  


His first three real pop hits (1965-ish) were essentially the same blues tune—“Out Of Sight”, followed by “Papa’s Got a Brand New Bag”, followed by “I Got You (I Feel Good)”.  Then let’s talk about where he went in the late 1960s/early 1970s—all those songs and sequels with “popcorn” in the title; taking the Sly Stone/Temptations route when everything he did had one chord (well, until it was time to “Take it to the bridge!”).  Enough said.  

When comedian Albert Brooks was starting out in the 1970s, he used to do a routine where he was an old, Vegas-type singer reminiscing about his career as a writer of songs for a children’s show.  There were things like “Eat Your Beans” and “Brush Your Teeth”, and a follow up called “Brush Your Teeth...Please!”.  Of course, all of these songs had the exact same tune.  It was funny, but not far from the truth in many cases. 

Let’s pause for a bit, before we get back to some more lists.  A few times already I’ve mentioned the amazing phenomenon of The Beatles writing and recording more than 200 songs, with no two sounding alike.  This was happening while all the other great (and not so great) songwriters of our time either copied themselves, copied others, or used a formula for at least some of their hits.  Well, ten chapters into this, I will now reveal that having scoured all The Beatles’ material, there are three, maybe four instances of possible sound-alikes.  


Although they had different writers, “I Don’t Want To Spoil The Party” (Lennon, McCartney) and “You Like Me Too Much” (Harrison) are not too dissimilar, to use a double negative.  Likewise, the choruses of “Rain” and “Tell Me What You See”.  And then there’s the end of “No Reply” and the beginning of “When I Get Home”.  But that’s it!  Coincidence that all of these are from the Fab Four’s “middle” period (mid-1964 to mid-1966)?  Oh, and possibly the guitar intro riff to “Please Please Me” and the “Yeah-Yeah-Yeah-Yeah” part of “She Loves You”.  

If imitation is the greatest form of flattery, then most of rock music’s giants should be flattered beyond belief.  So why did the writers of “He’s So Fine” sue George Harrison for “My Sweet Lord”?  Or Chuck Berry (or his manager?) go after Brian Wilson for stealing “Surfin’ U.S.A.” from “Sweet Little Sixteen”?  I won’t get into “Ice Ice Baby” compared to “Under Pressure”, or “U Can’t Touch This” versus “Super Freak” (or any of the many Led Zeppelin thefts from blues and folk artists, not to mention “Twinkle Twinkle Little Star, “A-B-C” and “Baa-Baa Black Sheep”).  But I guess nothing is as strictly commercial as a lawsuit extracting big bucks from a rich rock star.


The answer record, a genuine late 1950s/early 1960s trend, was the most extreme form of, uhhhh, flattery—perhaps the worst commercialism ever.  Strike while the iron is hot, with songs like “He’ll Have To Stay”, “I’ll Save The Last Dance For You”, “I’ll Be There” (to the tune of “Stand By Me”), “Queen of the House” (to the tune of “King of the Road”), “I’m The Girl From Wolverton Mountain” (she “hites” the bears and the birds!), “Leader of the Laundromat”, and “Dawn of Correction” in response to “Eve of Destruction”.  Needless to say, none of these releases sold anywhere near their predecessors.  


Then there are songs, by different artists, that are essentially (or at least mostly) the same song—chord structure, etc.  Picking up on the Chuck Berry “School Day” theme (and again skipping the stuff from the Cameo-Parkway chapter), we have:
·   “I’m Left, You’re Right, She’s Gone” from Elvis’s early Sun records, and Creedence Clearwater Revival’s “Bad Moon Rising”  (also, CCR’s “Green River” takes a lot from Elvis’s “Little Sister”)
·   “I Got a Woman” by Ray Charles, “Early In the Morning” by Buddy Holly (also the Rinky-Dinks, co-written by Bobby Darin), and “Good News” by Sam Cooke

· “The Great Pretender” by The Platters and “To The Aisle” by The Five Satins (for the music), “One In A Million” as a Platters follow-up, and “The Joker” by Billy Miles (for the spot-on Tony Williams impersonation and the lyrics, including “gay” and “clown”)

· “First Name Initial” by Annette and “Let’s Get Together” by Hayley Mills—both from the Disney stable, but written by different teams
· “Little Girl of Mine” by The Cleftones and “Let’s Turkey Trot” by Little Eva (and Goffin/King took credit for writing this song?)
· “Blueberry Hill” by Fats Domino and “Rainin’ In My Heart” by Slim Harpo (and, speaking of Domino, Joe Barry’s 1961 hit, “I’m A Fool To Care”, is almost a total impersonation of Fats!)
· “Alley Oop” by The Hollywood Argyles and “Annie Fannie” by The Kingsmen

· “Save The Last Dance For Me” by The Drifters, “Smokey Places” by The Corsairs, and “Halfway To Paradise” by Tony Orlando.  It’s already been pointed out (when discussing Dave Appell) that Orlando’s 1970s music copied The Drifters, but this trend started almost a decade earlier.

· “Big Boy Pete” by The Olympics and “The Jolly Green Giant” by The Kingsmen—same tune, different words
· “Happy Birthday Blues” by Kathy Young With The Innocents and “Help Me Make It Through The Night” by assorted artists, written by Kris Kristofferson (and both seem to be derived from Hank Williams’ “Your Cheatin’ Heart”)
· “Big Cold Wind” by Pat Boone and “What Kind of Love Is This?” by Joey Dee.
· “Snap Your Fingers” by Joe Henderson and “Hotel Happiness” by Brook Benton

· “Walk Right Back” by The Everly Brothers and “Engine Engine Number Nine” by Roger Miller

· The Ray Charles version of “You Are My Sunshine” and “The Bounce” by The Olympics (and the Olympics, already mentioned a few times in this book, were begotten directly from The Coasters).
· “Foolish Little Girl” by The Shirelles and “Bad Girl” by Neil Sedaka (both co-written by Howard Greenfield, a lyricist, but it’s the music that’s quite similar) 

· “Don’t Think Twice, It’s All Right)” by Bob Dylan/Peter, Paul & Mary and “Understand Your Man” by Johnny Cash
· “Forget Him” by Bobby Rydell and “When Love Comes Knocking At Your Door” by The Monkees
· “Catch a Wave” by The Beach Boys and “Sidewalk Surfin’” by Jan and Dean (same tune, different words, conceivably the identical music track by The Wrecking Crew—same with the next pair)
· “(When Summer Comes) Gonna Hustle You” by The Beach Boys and “New Girl In School” by Jan and Dean (much more on Jan and Dean’s copycat antics in the next chapter)
· “You Don’t Own Me” by Lesley Gore, copied closely by Patty Duke’s “Don’t Just Stand There” (same beat, vocal style, minor to major chords, etc.)

· I cover a number of “Louie Louie” replicas in this book, but one that was fairly close on its heels was the Premiers’ “Farmer John”.

· Could be a total coincidence, but The Dave Clark 5’s “Can’t You See That She’s Mine” follows a lot of the same chord structure as The Beatles’ “I Saw Her Standing There”.
· “Dancing In The Street” by Martha & The Vandellas and “The In Crowd” by Dobie Gray (that these two songs, each of which is a chapter quote in this book, have essentially the same chords could just be another coincidence—I don’t know!  The Motown hit was about four months earlier.)

· Sticking with Motown, while not sound-alikes, “Too Many Fish In The Sea” by The Marvelettes and “Needle in a Haystack” by the Velvelettes had the exact same theme of finding the right man (The Marvelettes had a few of these “listen, girls!” type songs).  Both hit the charts at about the same time, and both were co-written by my favorite (I’m being facetious) Motown writer, Norman Whitfield.  

· The (early Motown) Contours’ “Do You Love Me” has been mentioned previously a few times, and will be noted again later in this chapter.  In the midst of the 1962 dance craze, a one-hit wonder named Mark Valentino had a #27 hit on Philadelphia’s Swan label called “The Push and Kick”.  It was practically identical to “Do You Love Me”, with some “Twist and Shout” thrown in there as well (somewhat ironic, as you will see below).  And like many of the other dance tunes of that era, it mentions numerous other popular dances in its lyrics.  Although not listed as a writer, did Kal Mann have a hand in this one (as if someone would cop his style…)?
· Proving that not one, but two, 1960s artists can steal from the classics, The Toys’ “A Lover’s Concerto” (taken from Johann Sebastian Bach) followed about eight months later in 1966 by The Four Seasons’ “Opus 17 (Don’t Worry ‘Bout Me)”—same writers.  I think that makes at least three steals involving Bob Gaudio, putting him in Jerry Fuller and Gary “U.S” Bonds territory!

· “Peter Rabbit” by Dee Jay & The Runaways (1966) is very close to “Wooly Bully” by Sam The Sham & The Pharaohs from a year earlier.

· “Ramblin’ Gamblin’ Man” by Bob Seger (1968) and “Taking Care of Business” by Bachman-Turner Overdrive (1974)

· In the Christmas spirit, I don’t know which song came first, but Bobby Helms’s “Jingle Bell Rock” (written by two unknowns) sounds a lot like Burl Ives’s “A Holly Jolly Christmas” (written by Johnny Marks who also wrote two other classics, “Rudolph The Red-nosed Reindeer” and “Rockin’ Around The Christmas Tree”).  
· And two, more than twenty years apart.  Don McLean’s “Wonderful Baby” (1975) borrows heavily from The Chordettes’ “Mr. Sandman” (1954) and even includes the word, “sandman”.  
And some with just part of the song stolen from another:

· “I Count The Tears” by The Drifters, whose main riff appeared in The Grass Roots’ “Let’s Live For Today”.

· “Venus” (Frankie Avalon), whose intro was lifted by Goffin & King for  Steve Lawrence’s “Poor Little Rich Girl”
· Two folky late 1950s songs:  “A Worried Man” by The Kingston Trio and “Gotta Travel On” by Billy Grammer.

· “I Left My Heart In San Francisco” by Tony Bennett, taking the piano phrase from Johnny Mathis’ “It’s Not For Me To Say”
· Dee Clark’s “Raindrops”, with a guitar riff that appeared identically a  few years later in “Here Comes The Night” by Them (as in Van  Morrison) 
· Johnny Maestro’s only hit as a solo artist (“What A Surprise”, 1961) steals the happy birthday line from his earlier Crests’ song, “Sixteen Candles”.  

· “Get On Up” (already celebrated above), between verses, using the intro from Eddie Floyd’s “Knock On Wood”.  
· “Stewball” by Peter Paul & Mary, identical to the verse of John Lennon’s 
 “Happy Xmas (War Is Over)”

· “Don’t Worry Baby” by The Beach Boys, with a key line lifted by John 
 Lennon in “(Just Like) Starting Over”

· The entire feel of “Don’t Worry Baby” (1964), with The Wrecking Crew providing the backing track, which was re-created by them the next year for The Byrds’ “Mr. Tambourine Man”.  Rhythm guitar pattern:  ONE-two-three-FOUR-five-six-seven-eight, over and over.

· “Wendy” by The Beach Boys, whose bridge was taken by The Eagles for “New Kid In Town”

· “Back In My Arms Again” by The Supremes, from which Holland-Dozier-Holland stole the bridge from themselves and placed it a year later in The Isley Brothers’ “This Old Heart of Mine”
· Mary Wells’ “My Guy”, whose introduction was Eddie Haywood and Hugo Winterhalter’s “Canadian Sunset”

· Same principle with Tony Clarke’s “The Entertainer”, which starts with the main riff from George Gershwin’s “I’ve Got Plenty Of Nothing”. 
· And here’s a double whammy—two sound-alike follow-ups whose verses sound the same:  “Baby Love” by the Supremes and “I Can’t Stop Dancing” by Archie Bell & The Drells
· The bass line in the Blues Magoos’ “We Ain’t Got Nothin’ Yet”, taken from a Ricky Nelson album version of the Gershwin standard, “Summertime”.
· Not hit singles, but:  “It’s Only Love” by The Beatles (sorry, guys), with a chorus lifted from that Goffin/King banned “classic” by The Crystals, “He Hit Me (And It Felt Like a Kiss)”
· The bass line from “Cool Jerk” by The Capitols formed the basis for the instrumental “Wack Wack” by the Young Holt Trio six months later in 1966 (and also found its way into the introduction of Jon & Robin & The In-Crowd’s “Do It Again A Little Bit Slower” the following year).
· Still not sure which came first in 1967, but the “Na-na-na-naaah” part of “Hush” (Billy Joe Royal, later Deep Purple, written by Joe South) and the “Aaaaah-ah-ah-aaaah” transition in The Beatles’ “A Day In The Life”
· Buffalo Springfield’s “Mr. Soul” rips off rock’s most famous guitar lick from The Rolling Stones’ “Satisfaction”.
· “Angel of the Morning” by Merilee Rush, with a line appearing not much later in Bread’s “Everything I Own”.
· The Doors’ “Hello I Love You”—This was Ray Davies’ chance to sue someone else (chorus sounds more than a bit like The Kinks’ “All Day and All of the Night”, doesn’t it?).  He could also sue Roy Head for the horns’ chorus in “Treat Her Right”, lifted from “You Really Got Me”.

· And a line from the 1960s “Traces” by the Classics IV, with identical chords, tune and lyrics in The Hudson Brothers’ “So You Are A Star” in the 1970s (the line:  “I close my eyes…”).
      And finally one my dad taught me:  Try singing simultaneously Tony Bennett’s “I Wanna Be Around” and the old Judy Garland standard “You Made Me Love You”.  It works, and has become a big hit in my live musical act.

How much of this was intentional?  Some people have talked.  Neil Sedaka admits that when he wrote “Oh! Carol”, it was because his publisher Don Kirshner instructed him to write “another Little Darlin’” (which it was, right down to the cowbell and the “cha-cha-cha” ending).  Sedaka called it “writing songs sideways”.  Speaking of writers, Carole King’s first record, “Oh! Neil” was a definite answer record to this.  The Contours say that “Do You Love Me” was copied from The Isley Brothers’ “Twist and Shout” (and its follow-up, “Shake Sherry”, could clearly have been in the long list earlier in this chapter, with its fake ending and all).

Clearly intentional would be songs written or co-written by Bert Berns (who also used the name Bert Russell).  They all used the 1-4-5-4 chord pattern:  “Hang On Sloopy”, “Twist And Shout”, The Rocky Fellers’ “Killer Joe”, and even the verse to “Piece of My Heart”, made famous by Janis Joplin/Big Brother and the Holding Company.

In sports, when you’re the defending champion, all of the other teams want to beat you even more.  In top 40 music, it seemed more like “If you can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em”, with The Beatles, Beach Boys and Stones being the most joined.  More to come on this.  But I still can’t believe Gary “U.S.” Bonds had the audacity to refer to any other human being as a copycat!


Chapter 11

Lies—American Impersonators


“Anything you want, we got right here in the U.S.A.”—Back In The U. S. A.—as recorded by Chuck Berry, a #37 hit in 1959; and Linda Ronstadt, a #16 hit in 1978


Okay, it’s 1964.  Elvis’s imitators have all come and gone (and The King’s not doing too well on the charts himself!).  The Beach Boys are on a roll, and Motown is entering theirs.  The British Invasion has just started, but the non-Beatle acts from England aren’t really imitators—they’re just other bands from England hoping to make it in the U.S., precisely because Britain’s where they’re from.  Some new guy named Dylan with a funny singing voice is making waves in the underground album market.  And, as a result of this, lots of young boys in America have taken up the guitar and begun to form bands.  They all wanted to be the next Beatles.


As did I.  So I’ll begin with myself and quickly get that bit of amateurism out of the way.  I got a guitar (from Sears Roebuck) in the fall of 1964 at the age of 12, and it seemed like every other kid my age did the same thing (or bass or drums)—I think I’m the only one left still playing today.  I started a band (to use that term loosely), and believe it or not, instead of trying to play other people’s songs, the first thing we did was write a song.  
What was it called?  “You Should Have Known Better”.  Close enough to the coattails of the Fab Four, ya think?  It even had the prerequisite “wo-o-o-o” at the end of a bridge which was similar to that from “It Won’t Be Long” (but starting out, “Since I left you…”).  Not a bad song for 12 year-olds, nor was its “follow-up”, entitled “It’s All Your Fault”.  Mick Jagger had nothing on us—we were putting down girls in lyrics at a very young age.


But let’s back up a year or three, long before The Beatles.  We’ll start this American impersonators process with the artist equivalent to Bobby Darin in terms of changing its style whenever there was a new one to copy, and disappearing for a while in between.   I’m talking about Jan and Dean.


Jan Berry and Dean Torrence started out singing doo-wop.  They had two hits in the late 1950s, “Jennie Lee” (#8, 1958, actually by Jan and Arnie, as Dean was in the service) and “Baby Talk” (#10, 1959).  Record label-wise, they were associated with a young Herb Alpert and Lou Adler at the time.  

Fast forward to 1961, when The Marcels’ “Blue Moon” was number one.  So, doing doo-wop versions of songs from our parents’ generation sells records—let’s do “Heart and Soul”.  It worked (and of course included “bomp-a-bomp-bomp” and even a falsetto “oooh” that was to the tune of “Blue Moon”).  Okay, early 1963.  Who’s the hottest group on the charts?  The Four Seasons?  Let’s take another old song and do it up the way Frankie Valli and the boys would.  Voila—“Linda” (written in the 1940s about a very young future Linda Eastman McCartney, for you trivia fans).


Mid-1963:  Now The Beach Boys are hot, and they’re from Southern California like we are.  Let’s befriend them and see if that Wilson guy has any extra songs they don’t need, so we can record it sounding as much like them as possible.  Touché—“Surf City”.  Okay, now that we have a number one hit as the junior version of The Beach Boys, let’s stay the course and only record songs about the surf, summer and cars, totally imitating them on each:  “Honolulu Lulu” (#11), “Drag City” (#10), “Dead Man’s Curve” (#8), “The Little Old Lady From Pasadena (#3), “Ride The Wild Surf” (#16), “Sidewalk Surfin’” (#25)…Hey, this is working out pretty well!  


It’s now mid-1965:  Wait a minute—the Righteous Brothers are hotter than the sand on the beach.  Let’s emulate them now:  “You Really Know How To Hurt a Guy”.  Whew!  Jan and Dean made an entire career out of copying other acts.  They never did get to The Beatles.  They didn’t need to.  Had Jan not suffered the crippling car accident (physically and mentally) in 1966, who knows where they would have gone next?  But a tip of the Strictly Commercial cap to Messrs. Berry and Torrence for the staying power in the world of copy cats that no other artist even came close to.

(What didn’t work out was their weak attempt at a follow-up to “Little Old Lady From Pasadena”, which had been a recurring line from the old Jack Benny radio show.  Digging into the Benny catch-phrase vault again [along with more little old lady stuff], Jan & Dean bombed with “The Anaheim Azusa and Cucamonga Sewing Circle, Book Review and Timing Association” at #77—maybe it was the title!)

Before we get back to The Beatles, let’s see who else mimicked The Beach Boys, and we can start with The Beach Boys themselves.  Sure, Brian and the guys evolved musically throughout the sixties, from surf and car songs to masterpieces like “Good Vibrations” (single) and Pet Sounds (album).  But their early stuff (1962-64) was very formulaic, with a surf song on one side of a 45, a car song on the other.  
Many were blues-based, most with a twist as the blues got to the “five” chord.  I always liked the description of their music as Chuck Berry meets The Four Freshmen—bluesy rock and roll with intricate four or five-part harmonies.  Little did we know at the time that the boys, sold as a self-contained group, weren’t playing the instruments on their records.  That task was left to The Wrecking Crew in the L.A. studio.  


A few months after Jan & Dean in 1963 came The Rip Chords, with “Hey Little Cobra” (great trivia—co-written by Annette Kleinbard, lead singer on Phil Spector’s Teddy Bears’ “To Know Him Is To Love Him”, under the name of Carol Connors; she also co-wrote “Gonna Fly Now”, the theme from the movie Rocky).  Like Jan & Dean, the Rip Chords had a close association with The Beach Boys.  They were actually future Beach Boy Bruce Johnston, and Terry Melcher, the son of Doris Day and later the record producer for the Byrds and Paul Revere & The Raiders.  Shortly thereafter they recorded the Boys’ “Custom Machine” under the name of Bruce & Terry, and also did the great song, “Summer Means Fun”, which revived/stole the two-girls-for-every-boy idea from “Surf City”.  (Extreme aside:  The song “Me” from the Broadway show Beauty and the Beast sounds a lot like “Summer Means Fun”.)
The next Beach Boys’ copiers (1964) did it with a Beach Boys’ song—the Hondells doing “Little Honda”.  Then came Ronnie & The Daytonas with “G.T.O” and “Bucket T” (the latter being ripped directly from Jan & Arnie’s “Jennie Lee”, taking this incest in a circuitous route).  
By 1965, the Wilsons’ dad, Murry, had been shoved out of his “manager” duties by the group.  To spite his sons, he found (or perhaps founded) The Sun Rays, who sounded exactly like, well, you-know-whom (“I Live For The Sun” and “Andrea”).  On the east coast, Phil Spector songwriters Vinnie Poncia and Pete Andreoli formed The Tradewinds (“New York’s a Lonely Town”).  But once The Beach Boys started with the complicated stuff in mid-1966, that was it for their copiers.  Bad vibrations, I guess.
Back to 1963 for a minute, as I would be remiss not to include in the list of American copycat acts a singer who doesn’t quite fit into any category.  But clearly, Frankie Valli of The Four Seasons begat Lou Christie, who had an even higher voice (“Two Faces Have I”, indeed!).  Later, in 1964 Frankie begat The Newbeats, and in 1966 The Happenings (who copied their own style on every record they did—all remakes, from as early as the 1920s).  In an interesting sequence of events, The Tokens (of “The Lion Sleeps Tonight” fame) produced The Happenings, and after a few hits including a remake of Steve Lawrence’s “Go Away Little Girl”, released their own Steve Lawrence remake ("Portrait of My Love") in the exact same style.

Now back to The Beatles.  For some reason, probably because of the Fab Four’s dominance on the charts, there were no American acts that broke through with Beatle-esque hits in 1964.  Well, maybe The Chartbusters with the “I Saw Her Standing There” sound-alike, “She’s The One” (#33) and its “1-2-3 go!” intro and “w-o-o-o-o” at the end of the bridge. 
But 1965 was a windfall for these types of groups, albeit most of them being one or two-hit wonders.  First, you had to have a name that conjured up England; like The Beau Brummels from San Francisco (or The Sir Douglas Quintet from San Antonio, and a few years later, The Buckinghams from Chicago).  Or you tried to fool the public by calling yourselves The “You Know Who” Group! (the quotes and explanation point were part of their name).  A John Lennon-esque harmonica didn’t hurt either (as in “Laugh Laugh” by the former, or “Roses Are Red My Love”, by the latter, who also added ridiculously fake British accents, far beyond pronouncing “girl” as “gell”).  It was much later in the 1960s that I learned The Beau Brummels were produced by none other than Sly Stone.  To this day no one knows who or what The “You Know Who” Group! was.

Early 1966 brought us the greatest Beatle impersonation of all (well, at least until The Raspberries in the early 1970s): “Lies” by The Knickerbockers.  Starting with the C-C-D chord progression from the hook in “I Want To Hold Your Hand”, this east coast band nailed the Fab Four’s sound with a fairly complicated tune, written by the group, that could have read “Lennon-McCartney” on the label.  Of course, the word “gell” appears in the lyrics (four times).  That they had a rather chunky singer/sax player named Buddy with a pompadour-type hairstyle didn’t matter if you just listened to the record.  More trivia—another member of the group went on to become a Righteous Brother for a while.

So, what else did we have floating around top 40 radio in the mid-1960s?  There was the British Invasion and Motown (already covered), plus three born-in-America styles each worthy of its own journey into strictly commercial-land:  folk-rock, garage bands, and bubblegum.  Bob Dylan was the spirit behind folk-rock, and Mick Jagger was the patron saint of garage bands.  And the two of them had something very much in common:  Once Dylan and The Rolling Stones hit the charts, you no longer had to be a “good” singer to make it in rock music.

Dylan clones were many.  Donovan was “the British Dylan”, with his first hit, “Catch The Wind” sounding like a slowed-down version of Bob’s “Chimes of Freedom”.  Obviously, there were The Byrds, who are said to have invented folk-rock, merging Dylan and The Beatles, adding bass, drums and the all-important electric 12-string guitar to Mr. Zimmerman’s “Mr. Tambourine Man” and taking it to number one in mid-1965.  The Turtles got their start a bit later in the year with Dylan’s “It Ain’t Me Babe”. 

Now Donovan, Jim/Roger McGuinn of The Byrds and Howard Kaylan of The Turtles all had decent singing voices.  But I am totally convinced that had there not been a Bob Dylan, there never would have been as popular a bad singer as Sonny Bono.  Cher copied Darlene Love, her co-backup singer in Phil Spector’s “wall of sound”, but Sonny was straight Dylan.  Within the year, his vocal style then gave license for Nancy Sinatra’s writer/producer, Lee Hazlewood, to sing on duets with her, in an even worse voice than Sonny!  Sonny’s one solo hit, “Laugh At Me”, was a counter-culture masterpiece that sounded more like Dylan than Dylan.  

Zimmerman himself then entered the fray, adding electric instruments to his folk guitar, vocal and harmonica-in-holder.  Some would say he went strictly commercial, releasing the single “Like a Rolling Stone”.  Its album, Highway 61 Revisited, featured Mike Bloomfield on lead guitar, Al Kooper (later with The Blues Project and Blood Sweat & Tears) on keyboards and Bobby Gregg on drums.  And of course there’s the controversial 1965 Newport Folk Festival where the crowd booed Dylan and his back-ups, The Butterfield Blues Band (including Bloomfield), either because of their rock instrumentation, repertoire, or maybe due to how short a set they played (one of those mysteries, like Rick Nelson’s “Garden Party”, that may never be solved).

Two more obscure but spot-on Dylan sound-alikes (including the voices) were southerners.  First, from Texas, Mouse & The Traps with “A Public Execution”, which was “Like A Rolling Stone” on steroids--even the same chords, same guitar riff.  My personal favorite, from Georgia, is Billy Joe Royal’s version of “These Are Not My People”, written by Joe South.  This even includes Dylan’s “finest scho-o-o-ol” line from “Like a Rolling Stone.  It also borrows from South’s and Royal’s own “Down in the Boondoocks” with that song’s signature riff (admittedly stolen from Gene Pitney’s “24 Hours From Tulsa” written by Burt Bacharach and Hal David—follow that?).

By late 1965, the top of the charts was dominated by folk-rock, including these number one hits: the ominous protest song, “Eve of Destruction” by Barry McGuire; The Byrds’ “Turn, Turn, Turn”; and Dylan producer Tom Wilson’s brilliant re-mixing of Simon & Garfunkel’s “The Sounds of Silence”.  From Wikipedia:

…inspired by the huge success of The Byrds' folk-rock version of Dylan's "Mr. Tambourine Man", Wilson took the duo's original acoustic track and, without Simon or Garfunkel's knowledge, overdubbed electric instruments, turning the track into a #1 pop hit, helping to launch the folk-rock genre. Simon and Garfunkel, who had already split, re-united after the hit and went on to greater success.

By early 1966, The Mamas & The Papas were added to the mix, with a unique yet very commercial sound accompanied by a very entertaining look (which they flaunted with the album title, If You Can Believe Your Eyes and Ears).  And just as there could not have been a Sonny & Cher without Bob Dylan, in a reverse of the usual black innovator/white imitator phenomenon, there could not have been The Fifth Dimension without The Mamas & The Papas.  Their first hit, “Go Where You Wanna Go”, was selected from The Mamas & The Papas’ first album. Both groups recorded in L. A. and were backed by The Wrecking Crew.

Then The Fifth Dimension went wimpy (for the rest of their career!) with the Jimmy Webb-written “Up, Up and Away”, all those sound-alike Laura Nyro-written songs, and eventually totally middle-of-the-road, bringing Marilyn McCoo out front singing Burt Bacharach/Hal David songs.  A prime example of strict commercialism if there ever was one.

The Mamas & The Papas also begat Spanky and Our Gang, The Peppermint Rainbow, and The Sunshine Company, to name a few (in fact, an overweight Elaine “Spanky” McFarlane took the Mama Cass spot in the group after the original fat lady died).  Then, as the late 60s progressed, Mama Cass herself went middle-of-the-road with her solo releases.  Not much different in sound from the 1970s middle-of-the-roaders, The Carpenters.  You know, if only Mama Cass would have shared that ham sandwich with Karen Carpenter, they’d both be alive today (thank you, Jack Owen, for that joke).

Before we leave folk-rock for garage bands, let’s take a quick look at the oh-so commercial career of Neil Diamond.  He started in 1965-66 as a folk-rocker with strong ties to the Brill Building (Ellie Greenwich and Jeff Barry were his producers, and Ellie sang most of the background vocals on his early hits).  He played guitar, wrote his own material and dressed like a folky.  This Jewish guy from Brooklyn was destined to be the “next Dylan”, right?  Wrong!  
His greatest success early in his career was as a songwriter for The Monkees.  Then he went the Elvis route, crossing over to pop and even wearing jumpsuits!  A career with extreme longevity, sure, but with concerts in the 1970s and beyond frequented by the same old ladies who followed Barry Manilow (and fat Elvis).  
One more great example of one who wimped out was Chris Montez.  In the early 1960s he was your basic Ritchie Valens clone as a Mexican-American rocker (see/hear “Let’s Dance”).  The Herb Alpert got a hold of him (on his A&M Records label) and made him into a totally middle-of-the-road jazz-pop singer (see/hear “Call Me”, “The More I See You”).  Okay—open up the garage door, please.

While The Beatles were the inspiration for all of us mid-1960s amateur guitar, bass and drum players (and the occasional organ), The Rolling Stones were the model of the typical garage band.  Find a guy who didn’t have to be a good singer but whose long hair, clothes and sneer looked like a rebel, put him in front of some mediocre musicians with fuzz-tone guitars and maybe a cheesy portable organ, and there you had it!  

1966 was the year of the garage band on the charts, with big hits by: ? & The Mysterians (“96 Tears”, #1); Count Five (“Psychotic Reaction”, #5, a definite Yardbirds’ copy); Syndicate of Sound (“Little Girl”, #8); Shadows of Knight (“Gloria”, #10); The Standells (“Dirty Water”, #11); Music Machine (“Talk Talk”, #15); Blues Magoos (“We Ain’t Got Nothin’ Yet”, #5), etc.  Every one of these lead vocalists (along with Ireland’s Van Morrison of Them) sang in a nasal monotone, emulating the big-lipped lead singer of the Stones.

Meanwhile, throughout 1965 and 1966, The Stones themselves (or, as they were called on WSAI radio, “The Rolling Uglies!”), were releasing hit after hit.  And there was one American group that had to be watching them very closely.  Introducing the peculiar history of the Jan and Dean of the mid to late 60s, Paul Revere & The Raiders.  
This self-contained band (although probably not playing the instruments on their biggest hits) had an early, almost prehistoric top 40 record in 1961.  It was a piano-dominated instrumental called “Like Long Hair”, one of several non-vocals from that time period based on classical music—this time Rachmaninoff  (some others:  “Bumble Boogie” and “Nutrocker” by B. Bumble & The Stingers, “Asia Minor” by Kokomo, and “Midnight In Moscow” by Kenny Ball).  

Then, like some Bobbys, the group disappeared from the charts for a while, but they weren’t necessarily inactive until their “Steppin’ Out” hit #46 in 1965.  No, Paul Revere & The Raiders were part of the curious evolution of the greatest garage band song of all, “Louie Louie”.  Written in 1955 and originally recorded in 1957 by Richard Berry from L. A., this early Reggae-type tune somehow made its way to the Pacific northwest where the Raiders and other groups released very different versions of it in 1963 (the biggest hit, of course, by The Kingsmen).  

Paul and the boys were a tremendous cover band, with lead singer Mark Lindsay also playing a mean sax, as their first album, Here They Come!, aptly demonstrates.  They broke through in early 1966 with “Just Like Me” (#11).  This organ-dominated hit mimicked the Kingsmen’s version of “Louie Louie” right down to changing the rhythm between the chorus (dum-dum-dum…dum-dum…dum-dum-dum…dum-dum…) and the verse (DUM…da-DUM…da-DUM…da-DUM).  It also was somewhat groundbreaking with what may be the first simultaneous double lead guitar solo (well maybe it was on “Tiger” by Fabian), and Mark Lindsay’s vocal was strong albeit a bit Jagger-esque.  

The group quickly established itself as a truly entertaining, commercial act with its revolutionary war costumes/hats/boots, choreographed dance steps while playing rock instruments, handsome pony-tailed lead singer, and all-around jokester attitude.  Hardly a garage band as they are sometimes classified, David Letterman’s bandleader Paul Shaffer has called them “the greatest show band in the history of rock and roll”.  They, themselves, make the claim of being the artist shown on television more times than anyone else (thanks to Dick Clark, who had them as regulars on his daily show, Where The Action Is).

Then came “Kicks”.  Written by the great Brill Building team of Barry Mann and Cynthia Weil, this could be the first ever anti-drug song, and certainly the first to score high (ouch!) on the charts--#4.  But it also is the start of the group’s blatant copying of Mick and the Stones.  Well, the very first notes of the song’s intro, on a 12-string guitar, are kind of lifted from The Byrds.  Then the bass comes in with the same riff as in “Satisfaction”, followed by Lindsay’s restrained vocal (see Jagger in the choruses of “Satisfaction”), along with that tune’s tambourine bops on “5-6-7” beats.  And when Mark sings loud during the chorus, you can almost hear his lips growing.  

So what you had was a British group, trying to sound American, black and southern, being mimicked by a white American group from Idaho and Oregon.  Interesting.
This formula obviously worked, because every Raiders’ single for the next year (and there were three top 10s and two top 25s within 11 months) copped the Stones’ style (“Hungry”, “The Great Airplane Strike”, Good Thing”, “Ups And Downs”, and “Him Or Me”).  Then, as fast as you can say “Country Joe” or “Bazooka Joe”, they tried psychedelics (“I Had a Dream” and “Peace of Mind”), but then became kind of a bubblegum group in 1968-69 (“Too Much Talk”, “Don’t Take It So Hard”, “Mr. Sun, Mr. Moon” and “Let Me”—I’m even leaving out “Cinderella Sunshine” because it didn’t make the top 40—well, I guess I’m not).  
Paul Revere & The Raiders’ only number one was the 1971 fluke remake of the minor 1968 hit “Indian Reservation”.  Then the chameleon took over one final time, as the Raiders became a country group with “Birds of a Feather”.

But let’s not forget Mark Lindsay’s solo career.  I don’t know how many times so far I’ve said something like “the epitome of strictly commercial”, but like Mama Cass, Paul McCartney and Diana Ross, when Lindsay left his group he somehow got stuck in the middle of the road.  

In 1966-1967, I was a huge Raiders’ fan.  When they were regulars on Where The Action Is, which was shown weekdays in Cincinnati only at 6:00 a.m. (as opposed to after school everywhere else), I got up and watched them religiously.  My band tried to play all their hit songs.  We even got a Vox Continental organ and a funny shaped Vox guitar to copy them.  I loved their combination of solid rock music and visual showmanship/comedy.  But in 1970, when I heard their charismatic lead singer come out with wimpy M-O-R pop crap (“Arizona”, “Miss America” and “Silver Bird”) that today is played only in dentists’ offices, I wanted to throw up.  

Which brings us to bubblegum music.  Not that anyone cares (unlike searching for the first rock & roll record), but who was the first bubblegum artist?  Several Bobbys could qualify.  But we’re talking post-Beatles here, so my vote goes to Gary Lewis & The Playboys.  And what’s more commercial than a mediocre-at-best singer getting a huge break just because he’s the son of a famous actor-comedian?  

Gary and his group, as the story goes, were “discovered” playing at Disneyland (and how did they ever get that gig in the first place?  Maybe because Gary’s dad was Jerry Lewis?).  They were picked up by Liberty Records and produced by Snuff Garrett, Bobby Vee’s producer.  As noted earlier, starting in early 1965 their first seven releases went top ten.  

Gary himself gives a lot of credit for helping him sing to a guy named Ron Hicklin.  Who?  Ron, it turns out, either sang along with Lewis or first laid down a lead vocal track on which Gary overdubbed (in addition to Ron doing the harmony vocals).  In defense of the comedian’s son, I saw Gary perform at an oldies concert in the 1990s, and I have to say he put on a great show, and all his songs actually rocked!

Hicklin and his group, The Ron Hicklin Singers (plus Darlene Love’s group, The Blossoms) were to singing what The Wrecking Crew was to playing—on virtually anything recorded in Los Angeles.  The Hicklin Singers later went on to do many of the back-up vocals for The Monkees and The Partridge Family (speaking of bubblegum), as well as numerous TV and movie themes and background music.  (Trivia:  One of the Hicklin Singers was Jackie Ward, who recorded a Lesley Gore sound-alike, “Wonderful Summer” in 1963 under her young daughter’s name, Robin Ward.)
If I’m wrong about Gary Lewis being the first bubblegum artist, then we don’t have to look far, time, distance or nepotism-wise, to find another candidate.  Dino, Desi & Billy hit the charts in mid-1965, even more out of Hollywood than Lewis, as the sons of Dean Martin and Lucille Ball/Desi Arnaz.  Billy Hinsche, perhaps the only real talent in the group, did go on to tour as part of the Beach Boys for many years in the 1970s and beyond (perhaps since he was Carl Wilson’s brother-in-law).   

Bubblegum or not, Dino, Desi & Billy were definitely commercial and copycats.  Their first hit, “I’m A Fool”, was a “Louie Louie” clone, and their second, “Not The Lovin’ Kind”, extremely Byrds-like.  Moreover, no American act tried harder to make “girl” sound like “gell” than they did.  Once again, coming out of L.A., their records (on the Frank Sinatra-owned Reprise label, of course) were backed by The Wrecking Crew.  And, who knows, that may have been Ron Hicklin and not any of them singing lead.

Let’s stay in Hollywood.  The Monkees are yet another of the many epitomes (can you legally have more than one?) of being strictly commercial that I have noted.  And, like it or not, The Monkees were early bubblegum.

The Monkees’ saga starts with Don (AKA “Donnie”) Kirshner of Bobby Darin management and Brill Building publishing fame (later to don a leisure suit and host the late night TV show, Don Kirshner’s Rock Concert in the 1970s).  In 1963, Kirshner and his partner Al Nevins sold their publishing company, Aldon Music, to Columbia Pictures for three million dollars.  Kirshner thus became the head of Columbia’s Screen Gems’ TV and Record division, moving with his staff from the Brill Building to much more luxurious offices on Fifth Avenue.  From there, he eventually went to Hollywood.
So, if it’s 1966 and you’re Donnie Kirshner, and you know hit music when you hear it, and you’re head of a giant TV and record production company in Hollywood, and the whole world is crazy about the Beatles, what do you do?  You copy the Beatles into a musical-comedy TV show.  Thus did Kirshner help create the Monkees, and used his Brill Building stable of writers to pen songs for them (Sedaka & Greenfield, Goffin & King, Leiber & Stoller, and their biggest hit, “I’m a Believer”, was written by Neil Diamond). 
Now The Monkees were, in reality, accidental rock & roll hitmakers.  The show was actually intended to be just a situation comedy about four young guys in a band (and living together, with a very cool car).  Micky Dolenz and Davy Jones had been child actors.  Jones had even performed on same Ed Sullivan Show as The Beatles’ debut, with the cast of the Broadway show Oliver!.  Dolenz and Jones also happened to be good singers.

Peter Tork and Mike Nesmith were musicians.  Tork had been recommended for The Monkees by his friend, Stephen Stills, who failed the try-outs because of bad teeth (he told the producers that Tork looked like him, but with better dentition).  The four of them played a band on TV, but had never played in a band (and certainly not together).  

But just as TV was so important to launching the careers of Elvis and The Beatles, the marriage of TV and radio did the same for The Monkees.  Because they actually became a band.  As Dolenz is often quoted, it was as if Leonard Nimoy, who played Spock, on Star Trek actually became a Vulcan.  Thus, Dolenz learned the drums and became The Monkees’ drummer.  

In terms of hit records, from the fall of 1966 through the end of 1967 they were hotter than The Beatles in 1964 or Herman’s Hermits in 1965.  And their albums even sold well.  They were on the cover of every teen magazine, little girls screamed, etc.  (Their one mistake, hysterically funny to many, was having Jimi Hendrix open for them on one of their tours.)
Like The Beatles, The Monkees had the complete package.  Jones was the cute (and British) one, Dolenz the zany one, Nesmith serious, and Tork cluelessly humorous.  Their music didn’t quite rock, yet was acceptable to males and females.  Jones’s singing didn’t try and hide his English accent, while Dolenz’s voice purposely copied the British.  I personally consider Micky Dolenz to be one of the most underrated people in show business.  He was a good actor, a truly funny comedian, could sing well, and never seemed to be spoiled by a lifetime in show business.  Please listen to “Goin’ Down” by The Monkees—an incredible vocal by Micky. 

The Monkees, who evolved (devolved?) from The Beatles, actually begat a copycat act of their own, and that’s Tommy Boyce & Bobby Hart.  These two wrote some Monkees hits, including their debut “Last Train To Clarksville” which went to #1, as well as writing the theme from their TV show.  A few months later Boyce & Hart, too, were on the charts and had three top 40 hits including one top 10.  If you ever saw pictures of the duo (or caught one of their appearances on 1960s situation TV shows like Bewitched), they dressed exactly like The Monkees, in the “mod” flowered-shirt style.
Those behind The Monkees (including Boyce & Hart) liberally used the aforementioned Wrecking Crew phenomenon of a band not playing on its own recordings.  But for the first time, the public somehow caught wind of this, perhaps because Nesmith was so open in expressing his desire to write and perform on records.  Little did the fans know that most of their favorites (Beach Boys, Byrds, Turtles, Raiders) did not actually play the instruments heard on vinyl.  When The Monkees started to get feisty, making these unheard of demands to play the guitars and drums on their records that heretofore had been played by studio musicians, Kirshner essentially fired them, and that was the end of their TV show.  
Not desiring to deal with human beings anymore (“I want a band that won't talk back,” he was heard to say), Don Kirshner created a cartoon TV series and band called The Archies (based on characters from the Archie comic books).  This “band” consisted only of studio musicians and singers, with all of their songs written by the Brill Building’s Jeff Barry.  And the Archies actually had the top selling record of 1969, the bubblegum classic, “Sugar, Sugar.”  

Archies’ lead singer, Ron Dante, was one of a few anonymous bubblegum stars who appeared on records by more than one group:  The Detergents of “Leader of the Laundromat” fame in 1964 (a parody of “Leader of the Pack”); and the Cuff Links who did “Tracy” at about the same time as “Sugar Sugar” ruled the charts.  

But the real essence of bubblegum came from two New York producers and a writer/singer, Jeff Katz, Jerry Kasenetz, and Joey Levine.  There once was an actual band called The Ohio Express.  I know, because not only am I from Ohio, the lead singer in my band in 12th grade, Tracy Bengert, had an older brother, Buddy, who was once the Ohio Express’s lead singer.  But Buddy’s voice was never heard on any of their well-known records.  In fact, their first hit in 1967, “Beg, Borrow And Steal” (another “Louie Louie” clone) was actually an earlier recording by a group called The Rare Breed, with the Ohio Express’s name slapped on the label.


Enter Katz, Kasenetz and Levine, and their company, Buddah Records.  Throughout 1968 and most of 1969, Buddah was the undisputed king of bubblegum.  The label had The Ohio Express and the 1910 Fruitgum Company.  The former was now a group of studio musicians with Levine and his nasal voice as the lead singer.  The latter was actually a real group, but its records were studio musicians plus lead singer/organist Mark Gutkowski--no wonder he didn’t publicize his real name.  


So the formula here was find a theme and stick to it.  Thus was The Ohio Express’s “Yummy, Yummy, Yummy” (#4) followed by “Chewy, Chewy” (#15), and the 1910 Fruitgum Company’s “Simon Says” (#4) followed by “One, Two, Three Red Light” (#5).  

Joey Levine didn’t use his real name either (or any name for that matter), other than as a writer, but his voice is also the sound of The Third Rail (“Run, Run, Run”) and The Katz-Kasenetz Singing Orchestral Circus (“Quick Joey Small [Run, Joey Run]”).  And before all this, Levine also wrote and sang on an interesting record in 1967, “All’s Quiet On West 23rd" by The Jet Stream, which referenced the Kitty Genovese murder that witnesses ignored (and which was a total musical copy of Buffalo Springfield’s “For What It’s Worth” from earlier that year).


There is a British bubblegum counterpart of Joey Levine, and his name is Tony Burrows.  While Levine’s distinctive vocals are easy to pick out under his various aliases, Burrows’s are not, although he was just as prolific (and unknown).  Tony’s late 60s/early 70s hits as lead singer include “Love Grows (Where My Rosemary Goes)” by Edison Lighthouse, “My Baby Loves Lovin’” by White Plains, “United We Stand” by The Brotherhood of Man, and “Gimme Dat Ding” by The Pipkins.  Then, in 1974, both of these hidden bubblegum idols were back on the charts with nostalgic hits:  Levine with “Life Is A Rock (But The Radio Rolled Me)” by Reunion, and Burrows with “Beach Baby” by First Class.


One of the more amazing (or maybe typical) bubblegum tales involves The Lemon Pipers, who were from the Cincinnati area.  I heard this band live in 1967 when they were on the leading edge of psychedelic, hard/acid rock music.  Then, somehow, Buddah Records got a hold of them, they had a national number one single, “Green Tambourine”, and suddenly they were following it up with the wimpiest crap you could ever imagine (see/hear “Rice Is Nice” and “The Jelly Jungle of Orange Marmalade”).  A great example of selling out to strict commercialism.


The Five Americans seemed to suffer a similar fate, although having nothing to do with Buddah Records.  From Texas, the group scored a hit in 1966 with the raucous “I See The Light”.  Then someone must have told them to tone it down and sound British, because their next three releases sure did:  1967’s “Sound of Love” (with the old trick of including the words “I see the light”), “Western Union”, and (following the same theme, of course), “Zip Code”.  


And similar in principle is the career of The Steve Miller Band.  In 1968, they released Children of the Future.  This was one of the first “concept albums”, in that it had a number of complex, artsy songs strung together without space between them, not unlike The Beatles’ Sergeant Pepper the year before.  By the mid-1970s, after Steve discovered the echo chamber for his guitar, the band was suddenly releasing single after single.  These were very simple rock & roll songs, four of which went top 10, including two number ones (if you go into the early 1980s).   Not necessarily bubblegum, but very different from their earlier material, and more lucrative, I’m sure.
Other late 1960s/early 1970s bubblegummers were Robin McNamara and Andy Kim, both produced by Jeff Barry (and their feminine names made them seem even more wimpy!).  Kim remade the Ronettes’ (and Barry/Greenwich’s) “Be My Baby” and “Baby I Love You” in a wimped-out manner that I’m sure made Phil and Ronnie Spector puke.  

Tommy Roe also went bubblegum, as did Brian Hyland (of “Itsy Bitsy Teeny Weeny Yellow Polka Dot Bikini” fame).  Hyland actually did the unthinkable.  He copied Gary Lewis, with “The Joker Went Wild” (written by Bobby Russell who wrote Lewis’s “Sure Gonna Miss Her”), in arrangement that sounds like it was meant for Lewis but he was absent that day.  Lewis returned the favor a few years later, recording his version of Hyland’s early 60s hit, “Sealed With A Kiss”.  

And I guess we can put The Mamas & The Papas’ Mama Cass in this wimping out category as well, as perhaps the female version of Mark Lindsay.  Her late 1960s solo releases were sappy middle-of-the-road pop at best (“It’s Getting Better”, “Make Your Own Kind Of Music”, “New World Coming”).  She probably died gagging at having to listen to that stuff—not on a ham sandwich!


Then there was the ultimate bubblegum song, “Bubblegum Music” by (deep breath) The Rock And Roll Dubble Bubble Trading Card Company of Philadelphia 19141.  In actuality, this group consisted of Bob Feldman and Jerry Goldstein, two thirds (along with Richard Gottehrer) of the production team behind The Angels of “My Boyfriend’s Back” fame.  The trio had also posed as The Strangeloves (“I Want Candy”), with the story that they were tribal drummers from the wilds of Australia. 

Their ode to bubblegum actually copied Joey Levine’s style (to use that term loosely).  It also contrasted this music with that of an acid rock group (“The Grateful Dead just leaves me cold…”).  In a lasting Time & Place association, I remember exactly where I was, and when, hearing this song for the first time on the radio.  Because it was the day The Grateful Dead played at a very small venue in Cincinnati called The Hyde Park Teen Center.  I had helped renovate the Center that previous summer (1968) and was on my way there to assist in unloading the Dead’s equipment.  By this time I was far more into FM underground music than bubblegum (please see the following chapter).
But allow me to slip into to the early 1970s—probably the height of bubblegum music’s popularity.  This was entirely due to three young boys, two pre-teens and a teenager.  Let’s start with Michael Jackson.  

The Jackson 5 were totally commercial in that they were molded by a group of writers and producers, including Berry Gordy and three other men, appropriately and literally known (on the record labels) as “The Corporation”.  The formula was simple:  Catchy tunes with a great beat and loud bass, with lead vocals by a cute 11 year-old (told to lie about his age to appear even younger), accompanied by outstanding choreography by Michael and his four older brothers (with one on guitar and one on bass).  

Again, it was the total package, audio and visual, with the gimmick of child labor thrown in there.  Not since Frankie Valli had we heard a male voice this high!  The cherry on top was the marketing of the boys, with their first album presenting them as having been discovered by Diana Ross (another lie).  This led to hit after hit starting in the fall of 1969, including their first four singles going to #1 (“I Want You Back”, “A-B-C”, “The Love You Save”, and “I’ll Be There”).  Their next two went to #2, with their first eight releases all in the top 3 on the R&B charts.  And true to form, most of the follow-ups sounded a lot like the hits that came before them.  

Also true to form, next came the 1960s final example of white imitators copying black innovators.  I’m talking about Donny Osmond and his brothers.  The Osmonds had paid their show business dues throughout the 1960s, including as regulars on The Andy Williams Show and in a 1964 TV special as five of the young Foy brothers in Seven Little Foys starring Eddie Foy, Jr. as his father.  

In fact, just prior to The Osmond Brothers becoming real teen idols, they were playing at Caesar’s Palace in Las Vegas in the summer of 1970.  How do I know this?  My two friends and I were on a driving trip out west that summer, following high school graduation, camping out except for that brief stay in Vegas arranged by an old friend of my dad who happened to be one of Frank Sinatra’s attorneys.  

We were in the elevator with a few girls who started giggling uncontrollably.  One of them then asked if we remembered them.  We were puzzled, particularly when they mentioned something about signing autographs outside by the large marquee.  Later that day when we saw the marquee, and then the brothers’ picture in the lobby, we realized that these girls thought we were Donny and the boys.  True story.

Sometime during 1970, 25 year-old music industry prodigy Mike Curb, by then President of MGM and Verve Records, had a realization of his own.  Curb had seen The Osmond Brothers perform and not only recognized their talent as singers and instrumentalists, he envisioned that they could be the next (or at least the white) Jackson 5.  

He got them a recording contract with MGM, re-named them The Osmonds, put 12 year-old Donny out front, and their first record, “One Bad Apple”, went to number one in early 1971.  Heretofore, older brother Merrill had been the group’s lead singer.  This tune started with his voice, then suddenly it sounded like Michael Jackson was singing the chorus—wait, it was Donny Osmond doing his best Michael impersonation.  Within two months, Donny had a top five hit under his own name (“Sweet And Innocent”) and later that year he took the early 60s Goffin/King song, “Go Away Little Girl”, to number one.  Both the group and particularly Donny continued with top ten hits throughout the early 1970s.  

At about the same time came The Partridge Family, featuring David Cassidy.  This act was similar to The Monkees in that their fictional TV show appeared first, but then turned into a successful recording career for its group.  And again, it was all a kind of an accident.  In actuality, the family was patterned after a successful act from the late 1960s, The Cowsills.  They were four brothers, a very younger sister and their mother, who had four top 40 hits, two at #2 including the title song from the Broadway show Hair (a bit incongruous since the Cowsills were so clean-cut).

The Partridge Family’s television producers were looking only for actors, whose playing and singing would then be dubbed by singers (Ron Hicklin’s group).  Then 20 year-old David Cassidy auditioned, and it turned out that Cassidy, the step-son of Partridge “mom” Shirley Jones, could sing well, play the guitar, and had the teen idol good looks to make girls scream.  Once again, the total package.

Like The Monkees, The Partridge Family’s first release went to number one (“I Think I Love You”, late 1970), and their next four releases all hit the top 20 in 1971.  Like The Osmonds and Donny, David Cassidy also had several hits under his own name, including one top ten, a remake of The Association’s “Cherish”.  Later in the 1970s his half-brother (and Shirley’s son) Shaun did even better as a solo artist—three top tens, including a remake of The Crystals’ “Da Do Ron Ron”, and a song called “That’s Rock ‘N’ Roll”.  

But none of this bubblegum was really rock & roll.  If you want to hear, in one place, some of what was happening in the U.S. on top 40 radio in the mid to late 1960s, check out the CD series, Nuggets: Original Artyfacts from the First Psychedelic Era (AKA Nuggets:  Classics From The Psychedelic Sixties).  Now that’s rock & roll (or at least rock).  For those of you with wimpier tastes, there is a multi-CD series called Bubblegum Classics.  Somewhere in between is a CD series entitled Sunshine Days.  

But enough about top 40 AM radio.  It’s 1967 and time for this teenager (and everyone else) to discover a whole new world of music out there.  And radio frequencies that have decimal points! 
Chapter 12

Megahertz—The Rise And Fall Of FM Radio
“No static at all…”—FM—as recorded by Steely Dan, a #28 hit in 1978 (but probably never intended to be a single!)


“Have you heard about Jelly Pudding?”  That was the question my friend and bandmate Paul asked in late 1967.  I had no idea what he was talking about.  A new dessert?  But by then, I did know that the music I liked and listened to had made a major shift since the beginning of the year.


1967 started out with The Monkees topping the national charts (for seven weeks!) with “I’m A Believer”.  The second-to-last number one hit of the year was also by the Monkees, the similarly-titled “Daydream Believer”.  The final number one in 1967 was The Beatles’ “Hello Goodbye”.  In between, we said hello to albums played at 33 RPM, 7-minute songs, FM radio and “progressive rock” (or just “rock”).  And we essentially said goodbye to singles played at 45 RPM, 2-minute songs, AM radio and “rock & roll”.  In my opinion, 1967 was the pivotal year in the history of rock music.  


What would happen from then on, rather than a single being released and then forced onto an album, was that an album would be recorded first, without regard for the release of any single from it.  This tended to reduce the Time and Place effect, because album cuts would be played over the course of many months—even years.  

Jelly Pudding was the name of a radio show featuring this new album rock, on a brand new station in Cincinnati, WEBN-FM.  FM?  Well, the sound quality was better than AM.  Like, it didn’t turn to static on the car radio if you drove under a bridge.  But no cars had FM radios…yet.  

Our family hi-fi/components stereo in the living room had an FM tuner, and my dad even had an FM-only table radio in my parents’ bedroom.  He listened to jazz on FM occasionally at night, from a weird station about 30 miles away (because his favorite AM jazz station just operated from sunrise to sunset).  The only other FM stations played classical music, and they were all affiliated with area universities.  Then along comes WEBN.  At 102.7 megahertz.  


WEBN-FM in Cincinnati was owned by the Wood family.  My dad had known Jack Wood growing up.  His brother, Frank (a lawyer like Jack), was the force behind the radio station.  He was a classical and jazz music aficionado, so that type of music was originally the staple of WEBN, at first played via automation, without any on-air announcers.  

But Frank also had children who were in their 20s, and they liked rock music.  Frank Wood, Jr. became the impetus behind what WEBN would eventually evolve into—one of the first, most innovative and best progressive rock FM stations in the country.  Today it claims to be the nation’s longest-running Album-Oriented Rock station.  


Frank Junior (also known as Bo) started Jelly Pudding.  Initially he was the program’s sole announcer (to call him a disc jockey, or DJ, would be a disservice).  His stage name was Michael Xanadu.  His sister, Robin, eventually became one of the most popular radio personalities in Cincinnati, when she went on-air in the 1970s (using her own name).


Jelly Pudding started sometime in the fall of 1967 as a three-hour show from 10:00 p.m. to 1:00 a.m., maybe just one night a week.  It was a tremendous departure from the rest of WEBN’s (and anyone else’s) broadcast format.  And the word spread fast among us high school students hungering for something different in the face of Herman’s Hermits, The Monkees, and a general wimping out of AM radio at the time.


And the timing was perfect.  It was 1967, the year of the “Summer of Love”.  The Monterey Pop Festival had just happened in June.  This led to the “discovery” of acts like The Who, Janis Joplin and Jimi Hendrix (of course, not yet in good old behind-the-times Cincinnati).  

The Beatles’ Sergeant Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band had just been released, also in June—their first real album (that is, put together as such, as opposed to a collection of singles and filler material).  Okay, some may dispute that Rubber Soul or Revolver were real albums a year to a year and a half earlier, but you know what I mean.  At about the same time, other groups like The Steve Miller Band, Love, and The Doors were putting out albums with ridiculously long songs that would never be played on commercial AM radio.  And WEBN-FM had no commercials!  

But to lay the groundwork where a station like WEBN could thrive, we have to go back to early 1967, right after “I’m A Believer”.  Because, in my opinion, the whole essence of progressive rock was set up by four songs that got plenty of AM radio play as singles in the spring and summer of that year, even before it became known as the “Summer of Love”.  In chronological order:

·    “For What It’s Worth” by Buffalo Springfield (peaked at #7 on the Billboard charts in March):  This is the only one of the four trailblazing songs with a revolutionary theme.  It was written (and lead-sung) by band member Stephen Stills, inspired by an event in Los Angeles the previous year known as the Riot on Sunset Strip (protesting a curfew).  The 45 had a subtitle:  “(Stop, Hey What’s That Sound)”, with the actual title coming from a flip remark Stills made to the other band members:  “Here’s a new song I wrote, for what it’s worth”.  As a band, Buffalo Springfield would not live long (and this was their only top 40 single).  But they evolved into some of the major acts of the late 60s and 70s:  Stills and Neil Young as solo acts; Crosby, Stills & Nash (& Young); Poco; and even a commercial wimp-out in Loggins & Messina—eventually just Kenny Loggins. 

·    “Somebody To Love” by Jefferson Airplane (#5 in June):  Blasting out of the speakers like no song since “Da Do Ron Ron”, or “I Want To Hold Your Hand”, the voice of Grace Slick backed by the driving, intertwining lead, rhythm and bass guitars created a song unlike anything I had ever heard.  This was not so much progressive rock as “acid rock”.  I immediately ordered the album, Surrealistic Pillow, by mail from the Schwann Catalog (something I somehow discovered in the ninth grade), and was then treated to “White Rabbit”—their only other top 40 single at #8, and other ahead-of-their-time songs.

·    “Whiter Shade Of Pale” by Procol Harum (#5 in July):  I loved songs with organs, and this one had a massive sound.  I didn’t know a Hammond from a Schmammond at the time, but that’s what it was.  The only one of the four innovative songs to come out of England, no one had any idea what the words meant.  Nor did we know it was based on Bach.  We just knew it was different, and great (and also fantastic to slow dance to at parties, especially with its longer-than-typical-AM-radio length).  The group had one additional top 40 single that year, and one more in 1972. 

·    “Light My Fire” by The Doors (#1 in July):  What can I say about this one?  Well, I have decided to devote an entire chapter of this book to it.  But suffice to say that this song represents the seminal moment in rock history.  Don’t believe me?  Please read the next chapter.

Back to Jelly Pudding.  The show eventually went to five nights a week.  Then seven.  Then sometime in 1968 it expanded its hours.  I remember rushing home from school to hear it come on the air for the first time at 4:00 p.m., running till 10:00 p.m. (with all-night jazz starting at 10:00).  Jelly Pudding had a theme song, also by Procol Harum, also taken in part from Bach, “Repent Walpurgis”.  To this day, anyone from Cincinnati associates that song with that show and that station.  And by by 1968, WEBN had essentially become all progressive rock (except for a little jazz and classical, off-hours).  
It was from WEBN and Jelly Pudding that I underwent the same transformation that rock (& roll) music experienced.  As I heard album cuts from groups like The Butterfield Blues Band, The Blues Project, Vanilla Fudge, Cream, Canned Heat, The Youngbloods, The Jimi Hendrix Experience (and as 1967 turned into 1968, Spirit, Led Zeppelin, The Band, Steppenwolf, The Electric Flag, and Blood, Sweat & Tears), I became an aficionado of this progressive rock music, and told all my friends to listen to WEBN-FM.

Interestingly, while some of these groups stayed true to albums, others (or more likely their record companies) eventually gave in and released singles which became hits.  So most of my friends may have been familiar with Cream, Canned Heat, Vanilla Fudge and Steppenwolf, but only because of hearing “Sunshine of Your Love”, “Going Up The Country”, “You Keep Me Hanging On” and “Born To Be Wild” on WSAI.  AM radio, that is.  Which I essentially stopped listening to starting in 1968.  (By the way, those once “underground” songs charted nationally at #5, #11, #6 and #2, respectively.)

In the summer of ‘68, I received as a gift from my parents an Ampex stereo reel-to-reel tape recorder, the same one I talked about in Chapter 5 regarding AM radio.  I had owned a few 33s before then, including Beatles’ albums.  But now I wanted all of the ones whose cuts I heard on WEBN.  And I got them all, hundreds of albums, without spending more than a few dollars.

In many cases, I would borrow my friends’ records and record them onto tape (remember, we’re not talking cassettes here!).  But there was also another method.  Now, in public for the first time, I will confess my life of crime.  

I would buy an album for $2.99 from the well-stocked record department at Shillito’s, one of the major department stores in Cincinnati.  I would take it home, carefully remove the thin plastic over-wrap without tearing it, record the album, carefully replace the plastic backwards, take it back to the store, tell them I received it as a gift and already had it, and exchange it for another one that I wanted.  The store would only check the edge of the package where the record could come out, see that the plastic was intact, and cheerfully let me pick out my next album.  I justified this process by figuring that I wasn’t hurting anyone—not the store or the next person who unknowingly bought a once-played album (although the purchaser may have noticed the open end of the plastic and then taken the record back, blaming the store, of course!).

So this is why I don’t currently own a lot of vinyl albums from 1968 through 1974.  I never owned Sergeant Pepper or any subsequent Beatles’ albums.  As CDs became the norm for albums in the late 1980s, I finally shelled out my own money to buy all those classic progressive rock albums I put onto tape during the late 1960s and early 1970s.  Had I known then that in the 21st century I could eventually get all the songs I wanted for free off of Napster, YouTube and other file-sharing and internet sources…


Thanks to album-oriented FM stations like WEBN (and WMMR in Philadelphia which I listened to in college, until I discovered WCAU, the oldies station), rock music finally had a voice.  This was now the outlet not only for longer songs, but also for the types of statements synonymous with the social, political, drug and sexual cultures of the late 1960s.  Thus did we all hear classics such as Arlo Guthrie’s “Alice’s Restaurant”, Country Joe & The Fish’s “I-Feel-Like-I’m-Fixing-To-Die Rag”, Traffic’s “Mr. Fantasy”, The Doors’ “The End”, The Iron Butterfly’s “In-A-Gadda-Da-Vida”, “Time Has Come Today” by The Chambers Brothers, and anything by The Grateful Dead.  

And we heard what are now known (particularly on Sirius/XM Radio) as deep tracks—album cuts that would never have gotten airplay on AM stations.  Not only from the better-known artists, but from groups such as Moby Grape, Quicksilver Messenger Service, The New York Rock & Roll Ensemble, Ars Nova, The Collectors, The Holy Modal Rounders, Captain Beefheart & His Magic Band, The Bonzo Dog Doo-Dah Band, etc.  Again, all without commercials.

Well…that lasted maybe a year?  At least the first ads I recall hearing on WEBN were well-targeted to its younger, “underground” audience.  Local shops (including “head shops”) catering to this liberal youth market segment.  Then I heard a national commercial for Schlitz Malt Liquor, and from that point forward I realized that the Wood family had sold out.  As a teenager yet to go to business school, I didn’t understand the economics of trying to run a medium without advertising.  Now I certainly get it.

But the ultimate sell-out of WEBN happened much later.  WEBN of course eventually became an all-album-rock station, dropping old man Wood’s classical and jazz.  In 1986, the station was bought by a relatively small Cincinnati-based radio company called Jacor Communications.  Bo Wood and his family became part of this organization’s management, and reasonably rich.  By 1996 Jacor was the third largest radio group in the country, and by 1998 it owned 206 stations in 20 states and 56 broadcast areas.  In 1999, the large media conglomerate, Clear Channel, bought Jacor for $6.5 billion.  The Woods were now extremely rich.  

(The above information on the business side of WEBN is from: http://enquirer.com/editions/2000/03/19/fin_how_clear_channel.html)

So, what happened to FM radio after the glory years of the late 1960s and early 1970s?  Did it rise in popularity, such that most car radios ended up with twice as many FM “buttons” as AM?  Sure.  But did it have a downfall similar to that which I described earlier for AM radio?  Certainly.  And this continues today, as these two different bands/modulations have reversed their roles.  

AM radio was once the outlet for music, with some news and live sports broadcasts.  Now it is virtually all talk, news, and sports, with some rare oldies music stations at the right end of the dial.  This is where you can also find a lot of Hispanic and other ethnic music stations in larger cities—ironic in that this is where the R&B stations were in the 1950s.  And while, as was typical in the early 1960s, you would have an AM station playing an eclectic mix of rock, pop, country and jazz at the same time (thanks to the top 40 charts), that will never happen again, not on AM or FM.

Because FM radio has been segmented for the various age groups and other demographics.  This is the way that most magazines have always been targeted and the way that cable TV segmented and popularized that medium.  Starting in about the mid-1970s, the notion of FM radio “formats” came into being.  Progressive rock stations like WEBN became known as Album Oriented Rock (or AOR in the industry lingo).  FM “top 40” stations, primarily for pre-teens, teens and those in their early 20s, were known as Contemporary Hits (CHR).  This is the modern day version of the top 40 AM radio we all loved (complete with ads for Pepsi, McDonald’s, and acne treatments).

Prior to this time, there had been some FM stations playing what was known as Easy Listening (see Mantovani and other “light classical” instrumental versions of old pop hits).  While there may still be some Easy Listening stations out there, this format tended to evolve into something called Adult Contemporary, or “light rock”, mostly vocals.  It’s what you typically hear in dentists’ offices. 

It’s also probably the most confusing format, and perhaps the only one that still could be heard playing a wider range of music like AM top 40 played in the early 1960s—and a wider range of years.  In fact, the lighter, more popular hits from artists whose album cuts were once only heard on underground progressive rock FM stations suddenly appeared on Adult Contemporary FM stations in the late 1970s and 1980s—The Doobie Brothers, Elton John, Billy Joel, Steve Miller Band, and you might even hear something from Jefferson Starship (nee Airplane).  

Yes, while it started with non-commercial classical and underground rock music, by 1975 FM radio went, yes, strictly commercial.  Other major formats now include:  Urban/R&B (both formerly found only at the right end of the AM dial); Classic Rock (initally what WEBN was playing in its heyday, but now far more familiar/mainstream acts and their more well-known songs from the 1970s and 1980s); Country (sometimes divided into modern and older/“classic”); Smooth Jazz (mostly lighter instrumentals, almost like Easy Listening but with less popular tunes); and some really strange stations at the far left end of the FM dial (many college-related, playing jazz, folk, bluegrass, news, and sometimes a mixture of all types of weird formats).  

When disco music emerged in the late 1970s, there really wasn’t a spot for it.  The very popular stuff (Bee Gees, etc.) received airplay on the Contemporary Hits stations.  But this genre of dance music actually helped launch the Urban stations that proliferated in the 1980s, and play rap/hip-hop today.

My real bone to pick is with the FM format called Oldies.  There is a definite pattern that occurs with virtually every station under this moniker (and the same tends to happen to AM Oldies stations as well).  A failing station will announce that it’s converting to an Oldies format.  Now, to me, oldies should be defined as the top 40 music from 1955 through 1969, as we heard it on our favorite AM stations during that period.  And many Oldies stations start out that way—some even define themselves as “real oldies” or “true oldies”.  They play only songs from the early, formative days of rock & roll, even before 1955, up until the early Beatles (further promoting the station as being “the first decade of rock & roll”).

Then a year or so into it, something happens.  Something strictly commercial.  The station realizes that it’s not reaching enough of the market that buys products wanting to advertise—females ages 25 to 54, with children.  So the station suddenly begins playing more lighter and less heavier stuff.  And it starts creeping its music away from the 1950s and into the 1970s.  

The tell-tale songs that announce this transformation are things like “Nice To Be With You” by Gallery, “I Can See Clearly Now” by Johnny Nash, and “It Never Rains In Southern California” by Albert Hammond.  Eventually, the Oldies station’s format is re-classified as Classic Hits.  You want something from the 1960s, ladies?  Here’s “My Girl” or “Unchained Melody”.  

All of this niche formatting, based on segmented targeted marketing, helped kill FM rock radio as we knew it in the glory years.  Of course, radio in general, particularly the in-car variety, was further murdered by the advent of, first, cassette tapes; then CDs; then mp3s and the various ways to conveniently play them (especially on your Apple iPod or mobile phone, with wireless “Bluetooth”).  

These methods of listening to music were quickly adopted by the automotive industry, installed in your new car or truck, making it easier for you to listen to customized selections, all of which you like.  No more trial-and-error of radio listening, waiting for that elusive “favorite song” (and pushing the car radio buttons until you found it, or at least something you could tolerate for three minutes).  I won’t go into Satellite Radio, but it is great!  

The following is a quote from songwriter Jimmy Webb (“Wichita Lineman”, “Up Up and Away”, “MacArthur Park”, etc.) from the out-takes to the movie, The Wrecking Crew, about how AM radio sounded in its heyday, and how formatting changed FM radio:

“The radio on which I grew up and listened to was greatly underestimated as a social tool in this country, where you heard Motown records and then folk records, and then “Sukiyaki” this Japanese tune, and then you heard The Beatles, you heard these English musicians, and then you heard, I don’t know, maybe a blues thing from Chicago, like Curtis Mayfield, and then you heard some zonked-out hallucinogenic thing from San Francisco.  You heard all this music!  And it was all on the same station, it was all played in the same hour, it was all on the same playlist.  
“The kind of what I would call free-form or FM radio, underground radio, broke ‘MacArthur Park’ because they were willing to play longer records.  It was the commercial interests that came in and squashed radio into these real strict playlists where only certain kinds of records were going to be allowed to be played.  Now what we’ve done is we’ve said, “No!  We don’t listen to any music that’s any different from what we like and we want to listen to.”  
By the end of 1967 for many (and certainly by the end of 1968 for most), every major city in the U.S. had an album rock FM radio station.  And all of us baby boomers were now listening to FM more than AM and buying albums instead of singles.  Thinking about the time frame of music delivery formats is interesting.  In the late 1940s, it was still virtually all 78 RPM records, having really been the only medium for 40+ years.  Then there were less than 20 “glory years” for 45 RPM singles.  If we start in 1967, that gives 33 RPM albums less than 20 years at the top, with CDs becoming mainstream in the mid-1980s, and only 10 years later it all seemed to move to mp3s, iTunes, etc. 
Tommy James (of The Shondells), in his autobiography Me, The Mob, and the Music, offers this perspective on how fast things can change.  He refers to when his band (believe it or not) was traveling on the presidential campaign trail for Hubert Humphrey in 1968 (which makes some sense given that he was running against Richard Nixon).  James sort of did a reverse “strictly commercial”, always a singles act, but starting out more bubblegum and ending up more psychedelic.  Here’s what he had to say about the fall of 1968:
“When you’re out on a campaign, it is very much like being on tour.  There is a lot of downtime.  As we traveled on our Lear Jet we had a lot of opportunity to check out the competition.  What we discovered amazed us.  Everybody was buying albums.  It was like going from reading poetry to reading novels.”


James then goes on to introduce the reader to another format, the 8-track tape, which finally made albums more “portable” (as did cassettes, but not until the 1980s).  He then continues:

“When we left for the fall campaign, it was a singles market.  When we got back it was an album market.  All of our friends had fallen by the wayside.  It wasn’t The Rascals or The Association anymore.  It was King Crimson, Led Zeppelin:  the album acts.  We knew that if we wanted to survive in this business, we had to become an album act.  We could not stay pop any longer.  That’s when we began the Crimson and Clover album.”
So music-wise, for this book, we are in the late 1960s.  In the next chapter, we will take a brief step backwards, staying in 1967 for the seminal moment in the evolution of rock music—one that may have had more to do with the change from singles to albums than any other.  Here we go—the time to hesitate is through.
Chapter 13
The Turning Point—“Light My Fire”
“It was a beautiful song but it ran too long…so they cut it down to 3:05”—The Entertainer—as recorded by Billy Joel, a #34 hit in 1974
Quoting from the previous chapter, “In my opinion, 1967 was the pivotal year in the history of rock music”.  And two guys you may never have heard of, Paul Rothschild and Bruce Botnick, may be as important in this history as Elvis, The Beatles, or even Pat Boone!
You see, Rothschild and Botnick worked at Elektra Records.  The former was a producer and the latter a recording engineer.  And they had a lot to do with albums by a little group, new to the nation in 1967, known as The Doors; and particularly with the single version of their first and biggest hit, “Light My Fire”.  
Some full disclosure:  Professional rock critics were never high on The Doors, and even many of us amateur listeners found their music “cheesy” (because of the portable organ sound) and/or didn’t like singer Jim Morrison’s personality.  But I have been a huge Doors fan since they came on the scene in 1967.  Not because of Morrison’s charisma or poetry put to music (although I did like his voice), but more for the band’s musicianship.    
I was always particularly impressed with the “efficiency” or “compactness” of this four-piece group, which actually was only three musicians plus a singer.  Some people criticize The Doors for “having no bass player”.  I see it the other way.  
It was ingenious for keyboard player Ray Manzarek to cover the bass lines with his left hand, on a completely different instrument from the organ he played with his right hand.  This was the Fender/Rhodes Piano Bass, run through a separate amp.  It was the only way one could have done that in the mid-1960s, before the days of synthesizers and sophisticated keyboards where you could “split” the sound, affect the octaves, and send different sounds to different amps.
True, as The Doors released more albums over the years, there were some real bass guitar players on them (and The Wrecking Crew’s Carol Kaye does claim credit for playing bass on “Light My Fire”).  But in concerts, Manzarek always carried the bass lines with his left hand on the Fender unit, perched on top of either a Vox or Gibson organ for his right hand.  

The other two musicians in the band, Robby Krieger on guitar and John Densmore on drums, each played their parts perfectly for this type of group.  Krieger, with some flamenco background, was the consummate lead guitarist, filling in with riffs (including some of the first “bottleneck” or “slide” guitar many of us had ever heard) and complementing Manzarek’s keyboards perfectly.  And by the way, Robby’s capitalist dad bought Ray the Fender Piano Bass.  Densmore, with more of a jazz background, added a completely different dimension, including the bossa nova beat on “Break On Through” to kick off their first album, as well as the lighter, jazzier beat in the verses of “Light My Fire”.   
It is also interesting to note that while only Morrison sang, you could see the others (particularly Densmore) mouthing the words while they played, indicating how into the songs they were.  And the lyrics were very avant garde—another attraction for the group (critics be damned!).  
It was also impressive that they were a real team.  Regardless of whoever wrote (or started writing) a song, virtually all of the songs were credited to “The Doors” or to all four individual names.  And as star-powered as Morrison may have seemed, he hated it when they were referred to as “Jim Morrison and The Doors”.  


So, with all of this as background, let’s go back to 1966-1967 when The Doors recorded and released their first album, aptly called The Doors, on Elektra Records.  While most albums up to that time (including the almost simultaneously recorded Beatles’ Sergeant Pepper and the earlier highly regarded Beach Boys’ Pet Sounds) were still mostly a collection of two and a half to three minute songs—four minutes at the most, The Doors, released in January of 1967, included two songs clocking in at 7 minutes plus.  Side one of the album ended with “Light My Fire” at 7:06, side two with “The End” at 11:41.  

In an interview, John Densmore was asked what he was most proud of.  His response:  “I'm very proud that we broke the three-minute barrier with 'Light My Fire,' and 'The End.' 'When the Music's Over' is one of my ultimate favorites” (referring to the 10:58 song that ended their second album).  
But what was an AM station to do if it wanted to play one of these songs?  Well, Paul Rothschild and Bruce Botnick solved that, in what I believe was the turning point in rock music history:  the cutting of the 7+ minute album version of “Light My Fire” into a two minute and 52 second single.  The following is from a December 12, 2012 broadcast of the National Public Radio show, Fresh Air, with Terry Gross as the interviewer of Ray Manzarek (recorded in 1998).  After Ray describes how he came up with the brilliant organ introduction to “Light My Fire”, he explains how the single version came about:
“Terry:  And you come up with this great organ solo in the middle…

Ray:  Oh, that was just luck!

Terry:  …which is, of course, cut out of the single.
Ray:  Right.
Terry:  ‘Cause your producer figured, we’ve got to get this on the radio…

Ray:  Right.
Terry:  …so, we’ve got to do a singles version, and it was, what?  Six or seven minutes track…
Ray:  Seven minutes!  We had to cut down seven minutes to two minutes and…under three minutes.  Two minutes and 45 seconds, 2:50 would be ideal.  
Terry:  So he calls you into the office, plays you his version, his edited version. 
Ray:  Yeah.  Paul, Paul Rothschild, a brilliant genius, the producer, and Bruce Botnick was our engineer.  Those two guys were…Those were Door #5, Door #6.  Without those two guys…There were six Doors in the recording studio.  The four musicians, and Paul Rothschild and Bruce Botnick.  Without them we never would have done nearly what we did.  Paul said, “I’m gonna make an edit here, I’m gonna do some edits.  I’m gonna cut ‘Light My Fire’ down from seven minutes to 2:45, 2:50.”  
I said, “Good luck, man!  I don’t see how you’re gonna do it!  There’s solos, Robby’s solo, my solo, all this stuff.  I mean, you’re gonna have to do a little…” I figure he’s gonna have to do little bits and cuts, and here and there, and just tiny little incisions like the Chinese torture of a thousand cuts is what he was going to have to do.  You actually had to cut tape in those days.  There’s no computers, so you actually had to cut the tape.  
Two days later, Rothschild calls and said, “Okay, man, I’ve got it.”  I said, “Well, why…uhhh, you got it.  How did you do it so fast?  You got a thousand cuts.”  And he said, “No, no, no, no.  Uhhh, just come on in.  I’m not gonna tell you what I did or how I did it.  I just want you to listen to it.”
So the song starts.  We’re all in the control room, on the big speakers at Sunset Sound.  The song starts (Ray plays the intro on piano)  The regular introduction, and then it’s into (Ray plays the chords to the verse), and it’s going along, and then (Ray plays and sings the chorus) “Come on baby light my fire”, and that’s going along, and now we’re into the second verse, “The time to hesitate is through, No time to wallow in the mire, Try now, we can only lose, and our love becomes a funeral pyre.”  

Everything’s going exactly…“Come on baby light my fire”.  Nothing has changed.  Everything is exactly the same.  “Come on baby light my fire, Try and set the night on fire”.  Now it’s time for the solos.  I think, “Where’s the edit, man?”  And we’re into the solos.  (Ray plays the chords to the solos)  And I thought, “I don’t know where he’s gonna cut.  This is insane!”
And all of a sudden, where I’m supposed to go (Ray plays the beginning of his solo), you know, play my organ solo.  What happens, it goes (Ray plays the chords to the very end of all the solos), it goes to the end of the solos!  (Ray plays the song’s intro, which also follows the solos) And then back into the turnaround!  And there’s like not a solo, there’s no solos!  

I’m out.  I’ve got three minutes of solo, Robby’s got two and a half minutes of solo.  It’s all gone!  It just goes (Ray plays the chords to the very end of all the solos, and hums along) “Dah-dah-dah, dah-dah-dah, dah-dah-dah, da-a-a-a-h” (Ray plays the song’s intro) and turnaround.  And I think, “Oh no! What’s he…” And we go back to verse number three. (Ray plays the chords to the verse) And then we do that exactly as the song is…And then verse number four.

“The time to hesitate, No time to wallow in the mire, Try now, And our love becomes a funeral pyre.  Come on baby light my fire, Come on baby light my fire, Try to set the night on fire, Try to set the night on fire, Try to set the night on fire!”  And that’s the end of the song!  And that’s it!  It’s two minutes and forty-five seconds long, and there are no solos in the entire song.  And I think, “I’m gonna kill this guy”.  

I look at Robby.  “Do you wanna kill him?  Let’s kill him.”  And Paul says, “Hold it, hold it.  Listen, I know the solos aren’t there, but just think:  You don’t know the song.  You’ve never heard the song.  You’re seventeen years old, you’re in Poughkeepsie, you’re in Des Moines, you’re in Missoula, Montana.  You’ve never heard of The Doors.  All you know is a two minute and forty-five second song that’s gonna come on the radio, that’s called “Light My Fire”.  Does that work?”

And we all looked at each other, and said, “You know what, man?  You’re right.  It does.  It works!” (END OF RAY MANZAREK INTERVIEW)
By doing (and explaining) this, Rothschild not only saved his life, he did make it possible for teens (and others) in small towns and everywhere else all over the U. S. to find out about The Doors.  “Light My Fire” became the number one single in the country during the “Summer of Love”.  AM radio stations played the shorter single version, but as a result, this had to generate sales of the group’s first album, where listeners suddenly found out there was a longer version with those great organ and guitar solos. Occasionally, they found out about the longer version if a daring AM top 40 station decided to play it (announcing it as “the long version!”).  

Or they might have even heard it on an early FM rock station.  But if any of this (hearing either version) caused them to go out and but the album, they also found out about the other great (and varied) cuts on The Doors, including the nearly 12-minute “The End” with its raga-style sound and murderous/incestuous lyrics.  

Please allow me to analyze The Doors’ first album, a great piece of work, but by no means perfect.  Starting side one with “Break On Through” is great.  So is following it with “Soul Kitchen”.  But “Twentieth Century Fox” (the fourth song on side one) sounds so much like “Soul Kitchen”, I have always wondered why they didn’t separate them on different sides of the album.  The same holds true for two songs on side two (“I Looked At You” and “Take It As It Comes”).  

Then there’s this:  The album does have decent stereo separation, but one track is drums and bass, the other is organ and guitar.  Why didn’t they separate the two lead instruments?

“Light My Fire” isn’t perfect either.  I do love that Manzarek plays that “turnaround” three times, each time slightly differently.  Really cool.  So is the way the melody to verse 4 (same lyrics as verse 1) jumps up into a higher register—something the group did in other songs as well (e.g., “Love Me Two Times”).  But Densmore just misses on some of the drum “triplet” fills in the solos.  He comes in a measure or two too early with them at the end of the organ solo, and a measure or two too late at the end of the guitar solo.  

Nevertheless, “Light My Fire”, with its single version cut down from the album version, set the stage for the popularity of album rock, coincident with the similarly-timed release of Sergeant Pepper in the “Summer of Love”.  From that point forward, most of us bought albums first, singles very little if at all, and by the end of 1967 we were listening to FM more than AM radio.  Interestingly, The Doors, while continuing to put out great albums (averaging one per year until Morrison’s death in 1971), also remained a singles band with top 15 songs like “People Are Strange”, “Hello, I Love You” (#1), “Touch Me”, “Love Her Madly”, and “Riders On The Storm”.
And tying this all in with the theme of this book, going back to the first chapter, having these hit singles probably backfired on The Doors’ goal of being musicians rather than entertainers.  You see, at their concerts, while they wanted to play their album cuts and other, more obscure, even non-released songs, they had to suffer through the tennyboppers in the audience screaming continually, “Play ‘Light My Fire’!” a fate I’m sure a lot of acts endure.  At least when they finally played it, the crowd went crazy.  But Morrison probably would rather have just read his weird poetry to them, with no music.

The legacy of “Light My Fire” is that there were lots more long album tracks cut down significantly into singles, which in turn sold albums and led to the popularity of FM radio.  Thank you Paul & Bruce for doing that, and Jim, Ray, Robby and John for allowing it to happen.  Without it, you might not have had the career that you had, and FM radio and albums might not be the rock music media that they are today.
Chapter 14
Jazz-Rock to Elevator Pop—Bands With Horns


“If I could hear the horns blow, Cynthia on the drone”—Dance To The Music—as recorded by Sly And The Family Stone, a #8 hit in 1968

The history of rock bands with horns, starting in the late 1960s, actually evolves entirely from blues bands of the mid-1960s.  This is because the first three even semi-popular album-rock horn bands (which leaves out Sly, who started with singles) were:  Blood, Sweat & Tears (with members from The Blues Project), The Butterfield Blues Band (who simply added horns to their existing lineup, after losing their fantastic lead guitarist), and The Electric Flag (led by Mike Bloomfield, who happened to be that fantastic lead guitarist).  


All four of these groups with horns hit the national scene in 1967 or 1968, the latter two essentially debuting at the Monterey Pop Festival.   I had all their latest albums through my reel-to-reel taping system, and was particularly knocked out by BS&T’s first album, Child Is Father To The Man.  It is still my favorite album of all time, the answer to those questions people ask about being marooned on a desert island, the other two also being from 1968:  Earth Music by The Youngbloods, and the first Vanilla Fudge album.  

By 1969, at least on record, Blood, Sweat & Tears were joined by a horn band that initially knocked me out even more than BS&T, with the curious name (group and debut album) Chicago Transit Authority.  I’ll address each of these horn groups one at a time.  Not all of them went from progressive rock to commercial/wimping out, but when they did, they did it big time!
· Butterfield Blues Band – I first heard about these guys from my friend and bandmate Paul (the same guy who turned me on to Jelly Pudding).  From the city of Chicago, Paul Butterfield was a great singer and even better blues harmonica (“harp”) player.  This was an integrated band, with a black drummer and bass player, white/Jewish guitarist and organist (Bloomfield and Mark Naftalin), and another guitarist/part-time vocalist in Elvin Bishop.  Bishop later went commercial in the late 1970s, with The Elvin Bishop Group, but no one else from the Butterfield group ever did.

On the Elektra label (earlier than The Doors), the group had two fantastic albums in the mid ‘60s, The Paul Butterfield Blues Band (pretty much straight blues) and East-West (including some more sophisticated stuff, with Bloomfield soloing in an early Ravi Shankar and Carlos Santana style).  When Bloomfield left in 1967 to start The Electric Flag, Butterfield added horns and brought Bishop more out front, as both a lead guitarist and singer.  

The third album was called The Resurrection of Pigboy Crabshaw, apparently a Bishop nickname.  The horns (two saxes and a trumpet) weren’t dominant, but suddenly Butterfield was in competition with Bloomfield and his horn band, and a trend had started in the industry.  Never commercial, the Butterfield band was hardly even heard after that in FM/album-rock circles.  It is great that they were inducted into the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame in 2015, but too late for Butterfield (who died in 1987) and Bloomfield (1981), both from drug overdoses.  Mike Bloomfield is my lead guitar hero.  
· Electric Flag – I probably heard a cut or two from their first album, A Long Time Comin’, on WEBN in 1968, and immediately taped it.  In fact, this LP of very diverse material could also be with me on that desert island.  
In putting the group together, Bloomfield was smart enough to not make himself a singer—rather, he brought in two very different voices:  the more “pop” sounding Nick Gravenites; and the soul singer/drummer Buddy Miles, who heretofore had just been Wilson Pickett’s drummer.  As with the Butterfield band, the Flag’s horns weren’t prominent, just typical back-up for a blues or soul band.  But they were there, and the horn band trend escalated.  Like Butterfield, The Electric Flag never went commercial—no singles.  
· Sly & The Family Stone – I’ll cover these guys (and girls) in the middle here, because they don’t really fall into the same category as the others in this chapter.  I’ve already noted how ahead-of-his-time and influential-on-the-future Sly Stone was.  An integrated band, both race and gender-wise, they were really more of a singles than an album band from the start (1968), with five top ten and three number one hits nationally by 1971.  They never wimped out, and I wish Sly would get more credit for his effect on the (later) Temptations, and disco, funk, hip-hop and rap.  
· Blood Sweat & Tears – Al Kooper and Steve Katz played keyboards and rhythm guitar/harmonica, respectively, in The Blues Project.  They both sang in the band, although lead guitarist Danny Kalb was the main lead singer on their predominant bluesy material.  Kooper sang what he wrote, Katz sang what he wrote (mainly softer folky stuff).
This was never really meant to be a working band, rather literally a “project” for a few songs for an album, where Kooper was actually “borrowed” from his other work (e.g., as Bob Dylan’s keyboard player).  By the way, this was identical to how Bloomfield ended up with Butterfield, as a “guest artist” on the first Elektra album, because he was under contract with Columbia because of his work with Dylan.
When Kooper wanted The Blues Project to add horns and the other members refused, he left the group, took Katz with him, and started his dream band Blood, Sweat & Tears.  Now this was a group with dominant horns—usually five of them to be exact.  And their debut album, Child Is Father To The Man, was spectacular in its theme/cohesiveness (even including an overture and an “underture”) and diversity of musical styles (with most of the album being written by Kooper).
I think, with this album/band, it was the first time the phrase “jazz-rock” had been used, by writers.  You couldn’t have applied that terminology to Butterfield or the Electric Flag, who really weren’t much different from the horned soul bands backing Otis Redding, Wilson Pickett, Percy Sledge, etc.  But BS&T was really more of a rock band with horn players who came from jazz backgrounds.  The songs were rock, punctuated by a horn section embedded throughout the songs—not just riffs.  By BS&T’s second album, they themselves began to refer to their songs as having a “jazz middle”, a total, instrumental-only departure from the rest of the song (with “Spinning Wheel”, “And When I Die”, and “God Bless The Child” as perfect examples).  Yet jazz-rock became a phrase we heard for a long time.  
Speaking of those three songs, guess what happened to Blood Sweat & Tears, not long after their debut in 1968?  By early 1969 Kooper had left the band, over a dispute where the others wanted a stronger lead singer.  He went solo, with an album, I Stand Alone, modeled identically to Child Is Father To The Man.  The band replaced Kooper with a stong-voiced lead singer from Canada, David Clayton-Thomas.  And, yes, the group, who up until now would never have considered releasing a single, went strictly commercial.
Their second album (which most people think was their first), Blood, Sweat & Tears, was introduced to the public via a single, a remake of a minor Motown hit, “You’ve Made Me So Very Happy”.  This became the first of three national #2 hits for them in 1969 (including the first two of the aforementioned songs), which made their record label, Columbia,  and its president, Clive Davis, very happy.  The singles sold millions, the album went “gold”, and amazingly won the Grammy award for album of the year, even defeating The Beatles’ Abbey Road.  By the way, Kal Mann and Bernie Lowe should have been proud of the way “You’ve Made Me So Very Happy” borrowed its ending from BS&T’s earlier “Morning Glory”, a tune from Child Is Father To The Man.  
From that point forward, David Clayton-Thomas and the new BS&T became the model for many other bands.  Put a male lead singer with a big voice out front, back him with a huge band with horns, release some singles, etc.
Thus, in 1969 and into the early 1970s, did Blood, Sweat & Tears beget:  The Brooklyn Bridge (“Worst That Could Happen”, #3, fronted by Johnny Maestro formerly of the 1950s doo-wop group, The Crests); The Ides Of March (“Vehicle”, #2, vocal by Jim Peterick, later in Survivor of “Eye of the Tiger” fame, who sounded almost identical to D C-T); Chase (“Get It On”, #24, with an unknown singer who also sounded a lot like you-know-whom); and Lighthouse (“One Fine Morning”, #24, with a similar-voiced guy named Bob McBride on vocals, and Skip Prokop on drums).  In late 1968, Prokop had been the drummer on the double “super session” album called “The Live Adventures of Mike Bloomfield and Al Kooper”, bringing this whole thing full circle.
In a way, one of the wimpiest of the top 40 groups, Gary Puckett and the Union Gap, could fall into this category.  Gary had a huge voice.  But even though they came before Blood, Sweat and Tears, they really weren’t a horn or album-rock band, and no one in their right mind would ever want to consider them innovators of anything (other than keeping up the sound-alike follow-up trend, ad nauseam).  
BS&T was a commercial success for the rest of its career.  The band continued to tour, put out singles and albums, and essentially became synonymous with what was still erroneously referred to as “jazz-rock”.  But, like most, they really only had a couple of years at the top.  Apparently the rest of the group got fed up with Clayton-Thomas’s egotism (as they had previously with Kooper’s), and Blood, Sweat & Tears eventually fell apart.  
But, in my mind, Blood, Sweat & Tears does deserve a place in rock history as innovators, of something or other.  And as difficult as Al Kooper may have been (and apparently still is, in old age), he was the real force behind all this, who never got the deserved credit for it.

Kooper should be in the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame, for his career (Dylan sideman, Blues Project, BS&T, producing The Zombies, discovering/ producing Lynyrd Skynyrd, etc.).  But he will be the first to tell you that since he was never tied to Atlantic Records (the label owned by Hall of Fame Founder/Chairman Ahmet Ertegun), he will never be an inductee.  Not that he wants to—Al is one of the more outspoken critics of the Rock Hall.  
· Chicago (Transit Authority) – During the summer of 1969, WEBN started playing cuts from this double album.  As soon as I first heard it, I had to get it/tape it.  This was a sound unlike anything I had ever experienced (I think this is the fifth time I’ve said something like that!).   
I have always been a fan of bands combining a hard rock sound with great three-part vocal harmonies.  Before this, that’s why I liked Crosby, Stills & Nash and Vanilla Fudge so much.  But here was a new band, with all that plus three different style lead singers and a horn section and arrangements that were fantastic.  Plus an extremely diverse selection of songs.
This was an album, consisting of many “longer” cuts, that one never could have imagined spawning any singles.  In 1969-1971, Chicago (as they later became known) was built mostly around great songs written by keyboardist Robert Lamm, tremendous horn parts arranged by trombonist James Pankow, and exciting lead guitar work from Terry Kath.  Plus, Kath contributed many lead vocals, which were essentially split one-third each among him, Lamm, and bassist Peter Cetera.  In the liner notes to the band’s “best of” multi CD, Group Portrait (released in 1991), the three lead singers’ vocal styles are accurately described as, respectfully, soulful, smooth, and soaring.  
It has often been documented, about Terry Kath, that Jimi Hendrix told a member of Chicago, after a show at the Whiskey A-Go-Go in Los Angeles, “I think your guitarist is better than me”.  Following is an extremely interesting review of a Chicago concert (Fillmore West, San Francisco, August of 1969) from the Wolfgang’s Vault website, which clearly defines the “old” (pre-singles) Chicago:
“These recordings are from the final night of a run that featured Chicago Transit Authority opening and closing a show that also featured sets by the Youngbloods and Colosseum in between. These remarkable sets capture the band riding high on the great success of their debut album and performing that material, along with some of the songs destined for their second album, which they were recording in Los Angeles that same month. 
Many of the songs that established the band are here and remind us that this was once a band with serious musicianship whose wide-ranging creativity was both aggressive and inviting. The group had an undeniable flare for writing captivating pop songs, but it is the lengthier, more experimental material that is most impressive here. Terry Kath's sizzling neo-psychedelic guitar playing is simply outstanding on these sets and reveals exactly why Jimi Hendrix himself was so impressed. 
Blood, Sweat & Tears (with founder Al Kooper long gone) was the other horn band experiencing great commercial success at this time, but Chicago had a gutsier sound, and in many ways was fulfilling the promise of the original Al Kooper-led version of that band. Chicago would become progressively less adventurous with every album, but in 1969, they were one of the most confident, diverse, and just plain exciting bands on the planet.”                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                     

It is noteworthy that the producer of Chicago Transit Authority, and all of the group’s records until 1977, was James William Guercio.  He had also been the producer for the post-Kooper Blood, Sweat & Tears’s first few albums.  He obviously had a history of how to make an album-rock horn band commercial.  
That first album kicked off with a tremendous six and a half minute suite, Introduction, written and sung by Kath.  So, then what happened?  Well, CTA had released one single from their first album (“Questions 67 and 68”, written by Lamm, sung by Cetera).  It rose to a whopping #78 on the Billboard charts in August of 1969.  The album probably sold a lot more copies than the single, based just on its FM radio airplay.  Interestingly, more than two years later, after six more Chicago singles hit the national top 40, “Questions 67 and 68” was re-released in a cut/shorter version, which made it to the top 30 riding the coat-tails of the previous singles.
Speaking of cuts, no one was more on the leading edge of butchering an album cut into a single than Chicago.  Their next single release after the original “Questions 67 and 68” was in April of 1970, off their second album called just Chicago (following a lawsuit by the real Chicago Transit Authority).  That album was also known as Chicago II, as the group insisted on releasing most LPs with just the band name (and logo) and no other title.  This single was called “Make Me Smile”.  Its flip side was called “Colour My World”.  As an aside, I always found it curious that the American band Chicago spelled color with a “u”, while the British Petula Clark had a 1967 hit with the exact same name, spelled without the “u”.

Anyway, the album Chicago had a typical CTA song, lasting nearly 13 minutes, called “Ballet For a Girl in Buchannon”, written by Pankow, and consisting of seven sub-parts, two of which were “Make Me Smile” and “Colour My World”.  It was a very cohesive suite, starting and ending with “Make Me Smile” and related themes (with lead vocals by Kath), with the totally different “Colour My World” (a ballad with classical-style piano, flute, and a Kath vocal) somewhere in the middle, and lots of other semi-songs with strong horn parts interwoven in between.  
The single called “Make Me Smile” was as massacred from the album version as any song ever (and there are a lot of other examples of this phenomenon coming up in a later chapter).  The record cuts out most of the original’s great horn introduction, does contain the first two verses and one horn section solo uncut; and then not only cuts out Kath’s brilliant high-speed guitar solo that follows, but also the next eight minutes of the album version of “Ballet…”.  This includes “Colour My World” (now by itself on the flip side), and tunes originally entitled “So Much To Say, So Much To Give”, “Anxiety’s Moment”, West Virginia Fantasies”, and “To Be Free”.
The single jumps to the last segment of the original suite (called “Now More Than Ever”), which is actually a reprise of “Make Me Smile”, so that at least made some sense.  Of course, it also massacres the ending, cutting out a brilliant horn segment in the unusual 5/4 (or maybe it’s 10/8) time signature, leaving the single to end quite abruptly as opposed to its album version that builds to a climax.  So, essentially, what you had was a three-minute single consisting of about two minutes from the start of the thirteen-minute suite and about one minute from the end of it.  Of course, the single version of “Make Me Smile” went all the way to #9 on the charts, and now the whole world (not just FM radio fanatics) knew about this group now called Chicago.  
Less than three months later when Columbia released their next single, “25 or 6 To 4”, with no cutting from the album version (incredible!), the general public heard for the first time the amazing lead guitar playing of Terry Kath (plus, he was the lead singer on this one as well).  In 1969 and 1970, Chicago was Terry Kath’s (and Robert Lamm’s) band.  “25 or 6 To 4” made it to #4 nationally.  Then the group began to re-release, as singles, some of the songs from Chicago Transit Authority.  “Does Anybody Really Know What Time It Is?” went to #7, as did “Beginnings”.  Then the late 1971 re-release of “Questions 67 and 68” was #24, and its flip side “I’m A Man” (an incredible cover of the 1967 Spencer Davis Group hit) went to #49.
It should be noted that “Colour My World” (another of those ballads that causes women to swoon, like Eric Clapton’s “Wonderful Tonight”), was for the second time (mid-1971) released on the flip side of a single (“Beginnings”).  This may have contributed to that record charting at #7.  
Skip to the summer of 1972.  By this time Chicago was on its fourth album—fifth if you count a live album recorded at Carnegie Hall with four LPs.  Two top 40 hits had been released in 1971 from Chicago III (“Free” at #20, and “Lowdown” at #25).  And an album known as Chicago V came out.  On it was a very commercial sounding tune, released as a single, called “Saturday In The Park”.  This featured alternating vocals by Lamm and Cetera, no lead guitar, and charted at #3 nationally.  
Despite how great this song is (and a fantastic Time and Place for me in the summer of 1972), it tended to set the stage for future Chicago hits.  No more featuring Terry Kath (and this was 5+ years before his mysterious death having something to do with playing Russian Roulette).  With one exception the next summer (“Feeling Stronger Every Day”, a Cetera-sung rocker that hit #10), Chicago became the antithesis of what they started out to be.  They were suddenly (and forever more) a singles band putting out ballads and other wimpy songs, all built around Peter Cetera’s high voice, with no lead guitar and even very few prominent horn parts. By the 1990s this type of music became known as “power ballads”, led by groups such as Journey.  


Peter Cetera had taken over Chicago, including much of the songwriting.  See/Hear:  “Just You ‘N’ Me” (1973, #4); “(I’ve Been) Searchin’ So Long (1974, #9); “Call On Me” (1974, #6), “Wishing You Were Here” (1974, #11)”, “Harry Truman” (okay, Lamm sang lead on this strange song, 1975, #13); “Old Days” (1975, #5—one of the wimpiest songs ever about nostalgia); a #1 in 1976 with “If You Leave Me Now”; #4 in 1977 with “Baby What A Big Surprise”; and two #14s in 1978—“Alive Again” and “No Tell Lover”.  
Then there was almost a four-year break before some more of these sappy hits, all with the same formula:  “Hard To Say I’m Sorry” (another #1, in 1982); and two #3s in 1984—“Hard Habit To Break” and “You’re The Inspiration”.  I know just enough about all these songs to at least be able to sing the tune to the title, but that’s about it.  If any of them came on the radio in the 1970s or 1980s, I immediately changed the station.  Quite the opposite of hearing anything by Chicago from 1969 to 1971.  

In addition to the strength (or lack thereof) of the music, another key change in Chicago’s material over the years was the lyrics.  Their first two albums contained major political messages (“It Better End Soon”, “Listen”, and “Someday” which included taped crowd shouting from the 1968 Democratic National Convention in Chicago—“The whole world is watching…”).  Once Cetera took over, all lyrics seemed to be about sentimental love interests (“…change my life…”, etc.).  Eventually, in 1986, Peter Cetera went solo, and the sound was no different.  His first two single releases went to number one:  “Glory of Love” and “The Next Time I Fall” (with Amy Grant).
There is a hysterically funny series of online videos released in 2005 called Yacht Rock.  The theme behind all of them is satirizing the wimpy, middle-of-the-road “rock” acts of the late 1970s and all of the 1980s.  The videos are merciless in making fun of people like Kenny Loggins, Michael McDonald, The Eagles, Christopher Cross, Hall & Oates, Toto and even Michael Jackson.  The real heroes (anti-yacht rockers) are Steely Dan.  And, yes, Peter Cetera is parodied in some episodes—quite deservedly in my opinion.
Because he (and whomever at Columbia Records was behind the band) took in a completely opposite direction what was once the most innovative progressive rock sound.  Yes, they made a lot of money, and a group called Chicago, with Robert Lamm, is still able to tour today, riding the coattails of all those wimpy hit singles (and with a Cetera sound-alike doing his vocal parts).  I think they still play a couple of songs from Chicago Transit Authority in their concerts (of course, only the singles), and maybe even the “Make Me Smile/Ballet For a Girl in Buchannon” suite in its entirety, with “Colour My World” where it’s supposed to be.  

But while there’s no way to quantify this (other than maybe number and level of hit singles), no one went more strictly commercial than Chicago—not even Elvis or Paul McCartney.  Who’da thunk that Al Kooper’s vision of a progressive rock band with horns (or “jazz-rock”—something far from commercialism) would evolve into large groups with either a powerful or a wimpy singer out front, releasing hit singles?  There is far more BS&T and Chicago being played/heard today on Adult Contemporary radio stations than on Album Oriented Rock stations.    

I had actually planned to interview Al Kooper for this book (or at least try—I have his e-mail address, have corresponded with him in the past, as has my son, but Al remains just as big of a jerk today as he was in the 1960s, albeit using virtual blindness as an excuse).  Then, a great thing happened.  Kooper’s twice bandmate, Steve Katz, just (in 2015 as I was writing this chapter) released his autobiography which is full of fantastic stories of the folk, blues band and horn band eras.  Plus, Katz is brutally honest with his opinions of people (like Kooper and David Clayton-Thomas), and extremely insightful regarding issues with being commercial as opposed to innovative.  


Here are two choice excerpts from the book, Blood, Sweat, and My Rock ‘N’ Roll Years:  Is Steve Katz a Rock Star?
“…Most of all, what was the artistic and commercial future of the band? (the age-old story of integrity versus selling out, although truth be told, after much protesting as to the purity of our blues mission, all of us would have turned 180 degrees on a dime for a hit single).
There’s a lesson here for anyone who is planning to work with a horn section:  Don’t.  Horns are great, and obviously they were at the heart of the success of Blood, Sweat and Tears—at least while they acted like a horn section.  But once they were exposed to the radioactivity of acceptance on a jazz level, they turned into hepcat Godzillas and wanted to take over, blowing solos all over the place.  And if there is one thing rock fans hate, it’s jazz solos.”
I said it before, and I’ll say it again:  If you had told any of these 1960s or 1970s acts back then that today they would be packing outdoor summer concert venues, basketball arenas, or even football stadiums, college auditoriums or (God forbid!) Las Vegas show rooms, they would have said that you were the one smoking dope.  All of the Yacht Rock type acts are still touring today, well into the 21st century.  They may not have many (or any) original members, but groups called Chicago, The Doobie Brothers, and even a Blood Sweat & Tears can find decent work in 2015.  And it’s not because they were great album-rock groups, as much as it’s because they had hit singles.

Also still on tour today is someone like James Taylor.  Great transition to the next chapter!
Chapter 15
I Love You Just The Way You Were—Singer-Songwriters


“I walked out this morning, and I wrote down this song, I just can’t remember who to send it to”—Fire And Rain—as recorded by James Taylor, a #3 hit in 1970
Okay, it’s now 1970.  The year I graduate from high school and go to college.  The year The Beatles officially break up.  The year the “singer-songwriter” era begins.

The Beatles’ split was inevitable.  If you were able to see the movie Let It Be, you could tell there was tension, and not just because Yoko Ono was in the studio with them.  Starting with the “white album” in 1968, The Beatles’ recordings were essentially as solo artists (whoever wrote the song sang it), with the other three as back-up musicians—and sometimes Paul, not Ringo, played drums on Paul’s songs.  And remember, they had stopped touring and any live performances in 1966 (and I’m not counting the one time they played “Get Back” and “Don’t Bring Me Down” in 1969 from a rooftop in London).  John and Paul were well on their way to being solo artists even before 1970 (Lennon had released the single “Give Peace a Chance” as the Plastic Ono Band in mid-1969).
In a way, The Beatles played a part in the singer-songwriter trend, and not just as singers-songwriters themselves (although 1970 was also the year George Harrison’s well-received debut album, All Things Must Pass).  You see, one of the other artists (and the first non-British one) they had introduced on their Apple Records label, as early as 1968, was James Taylor.  His first album was produced (and had background vocals) by Peter Asher of Peter and Gordon.
Taylor furthered the trend by touring in 1970, to promote his second album (now on the Warner Brothers label), Sweet Baby James, with an opening act by the name of Carole King.  Yes, this was the same Carole King who had been a successful songwriter out of the Brill Building starting ten years earlier.  By the 1970s, most people had forgotten about her.  She had released her first solo abum (called Writer) in 1970, with the only song anyone would have recognized being the Drifters’ 1963 hit, “Up On The Roof”.  James Taylor played some guitar on the album, just as King had played some piano on Sweet Baby James.
Carole King and James Taylor were hardly the first singer-songwriters (with the definition probably including the notion of being “acoustic”, accompanying one’s self on either guitar or piano).  Bob Dylan and Joan Baez may have started the trend in the early to mid-60s, followed by other folkies such as Donovan, Joni Mitchell, Judy Collins, Phil Ochs, Tom Paxton, Tom Rush, plus Laura Nyro, etc.  You could even take this back further, to Pete Seeger (1950s), Hank Williams (1940s), and Woody Guthrie (1930s), and many early blues singers.  
By later in 1970 (and the entire 1970s decade), well-known names like Elton John, Cat Stevens, John Denver, Don McLean, Jim Croce, Billy Joel, Dan Fogelberg, Jimmy Buffett, David Gates/Bread, Gordon Lightfoot, Jackson Browne, Neil Young, Stephen Stills, Seals & Crofts, Melissa Manchester, Melanie, Roberta Flack, and Carly Simon could be added to the list.  And, like in the early 60s, a lot of us felt that a lot of these artists’ had a lot of songs that sounded the same.
Back to James Taylor and Carole King, who begat a lot of the aforementioned artists.  The two will forever be linked by the song “You’ve Got A Friend” (and sharing a lot of band members, particularly lead guitarist Danny “Kootch” Kortchmar).  “…Friend” was written by King, included on her 1971 album Tapestry which at the time was the biggest selling LP of all time, and then recorded by Taylor for his third album, Mud Slide Slim and the Blue Horizon.  
Taylor had already released two singles from Sweet Baby James (“Fire and Rain, #3 in 1970; and “Country Road”, #37 in early 1971).  King had released one single from Tapestry, “It’s Too Late”, which stayed at #1 nationally for five weeks in the summer of 1971.  Then Taylor released “You’ve Got A Friend” as a single, and it, too, went to #1 a bit later that summer.  From this point forward, former album-only folk-rocker James Taylor had 15 top 100 singles (9 in the top 30) over the next ten years.  
Unlike Taylor (given her commercial songwriting background), I don’t think King started out her solo career intending to be an album-rock only artist.  But she, too, had nine more top 30 singles over the next ten years, led ironically by the #2 “Jazzman” in 1974.  A lot of this could have been driven by her manager/record label owner, Lou Adler, who in the 1960s had been the same for the Mamas and Papas and was one of the organizers of the Monterey Pop Festival.
The same pattern was pretty much repeated for rock’s next superstar, Elton John.  He started out with a dynamite album, played on FM only, then began releasing hit singles in late 1970, starting with “Your Song”.  Over the next ten years, Elton John had 25 other songs hit the top 40, including 16 top tens and six number ones.  
Elton’s sometimes concert partner, Billy Joel, came on the scene in the mid-1970s, and always appeared to me to be someone who wrote hit singles from the beginning.  Thus, 33 top 40 hits through 1993, including 13 top tens and three number ones.  Like Elton, Billy started out on FM only, transitioned to AM, and now is so mainstream, you hear his music everywhere.
I’ve already covered how much ex-Beatle Paul McCartney wimped out once the group broke up, particularly compared to his former writing partner John Lennon.  Numbers-wise, Paul (and/or his band, Wings) had 11 top tens (including six number ones) in the 1970s, and seven and three, respectively, in the 1980s.  Very few of these were rockers.  They were more like ditties such as “The Girl Is Mine” (with Michael Jackson) and “With A Little Luck”.  Of course, even in the 1960s with The Beatles, Sir Paul gave us middle-of-the-road pop songs like “When I’m 64”, “Your Mother Should Know”, and “Martha My Dear” (influenced by his father, Jim, who had led “music hall” bands in the 1940s and 1950s).  
Lennon, who died in 1980, had eight top tens (including two number ones) in the 1970s and 1980s.  But most of them rocked, or were solid ballads like “Imagine”.  I have never understood why a group consisting of Paul, Ringo, John’s son Julian, and George’s son Dhani does not record or tour.

There is a book called Fire And Rain, written by David Browne, which is themed around 1970 being the (or at least a) pivotal year in the music business.  The book focuses on the careers of The Beatles (on their way out), Simon & Garfunkel (on their way down but resurrected by “Bridge Over Troubled Water”), Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young (at their apex), and James Taylor (definitely on the way up).  
As you know from two chapters ago, I consider 1967 to be the pivotal year in rock music.  But if you can remember way back to this book’s INTRODUCTION, 1970 was the cut-off for my History of Rock & Roll class, because “…well…that was when the sixties ended, when I finished high school and started college, and when I just felt good rock & roll music ended".  Once the singer-songwriter era was ushered in, things went even softer.  It opened the door for the popularity of Adult Contemporary radio stations.  The whole world became a dentist’s office or an elevator, and now you can hear even the hardest former rockers, such as the Doobie Brothers or Lynyrd Skynyrd, on these types of stations.  
With five more chapters to go, this does conclude the “chronological” part of Strictly Commercial (at least as far as the 1960s are concerned).  But coming up, let’s go to the movies, play some trivia, and roll into the 1990s with my kids, before we wrap (or is it rap?) things up.
Chapter 16

Greasy Kid Stuff—Teen Exploitation Movies


“They’re gonna put me in the movies, they’re gonna make a big star out of me”—Act Naturally—as recorded by The Beatles, a #47 hit in 1965 (but the flip side of #1 Yesterday)

Most of this chapter is lifted directly from a college term paper I wrote for a History of the Film class at Penn, as a sophomore in 1972.  It got me an “A” in the course.  I actually got through (and good grades in) several other college courses writing term papers about 1950s-1960s culture and music, often just re-writing the same paper over and over.  Following is the film paper, then entitled “Greasy Kid Stuff:  A Short History—Exploitation of teenagers through rock-rebelism in the 1950s and 1960s”.  
At the end, I’ll add a few comments from the modern era, but suffice to say, this covers, for movies, what hits and imitative songs/acts were to music.  I do apologize for the first 20% or so of this, not about rock & roll, but intended to show the professor that I’d been paying attention to the entire course, and now showing that movie “sequels” started a long time ago!  And I even include some rudimentary version of footnotes and bibliography, since that had to be part of the original paper, or I wouldn’t have gotten that “A”.
Here goes:

****************************
(Paper starts with one line of sheet music from the song, “Music! Music! Music!”:  “Put another nickel in, in the nickelodeon…”)

So it was with Mr. Edison’s invention.  In the early days of the movies, it seemed that a filmmaker’s only concern was turning out enough films to fill the booming demand created by the novelty of movies.  In the infancy of filmdom, any moving picture would sell.  The masses were so intrigued by the “new art” that single-reel films were always in short supply.  Thus those in the movie industry stressed quantity in order to fill and refill the nickelodeons.  And the immigrants (in the late 1800s) kept coming back.  Boom!  A gold mine.

As the century turned, the film manufacturers’ main concern was counting up all the nickels.  But the plotless exploitation of the public was soon to be overworked.  Dumb as the immigrants were, they eventually tired of seeing such films as Lumiere’s Feeding Baby.  The filmmakers were now forced to rack their brains to find subject matter appealing to the folks with the entertainment dollars.  Plots such as The Life of the American Fireman now kept the viewers on the edges of their proverbial seats.  

A trend was being established.  There would always be one subject that would intrigue the public enough to produce a series of successful films.  This topic of interest would relate to the general atmosphere of the times in which it takes place.  Films of this sort were indicative of some shortcoming in the society, something lacking in the lives of the people.  They craved to identify with the heroes/anti-heroes of the cinema.  The directors realized the potential of topical movies.  So they exaggerated the various lifestyles of the characters to keep the customers enchanted by the subject of the exploitation.  After all, “Dog Bites Man” never sold newspapers.  The filmmakers themselves became enchanted, enchanted with the box office success of this tactic.  

As soon as one western would click, numerous follow-ups and imitations would result.  No sooner does King Kong jump to the top of the charts than Son of Kong is released.  If Frankenstein were popular at the same time, he would be followed by Son of Frankenstein and then, of course, Frankenstein Meets King Kong.  Abbott and Costello would eventually meet both of them.

So, as the novelty of seeing pictures move wore off, and theatrical films were failing at the box office, the categorical films began to rule the industry.  As viewers desired more than simple “plot films”, with a problem that is solved leading to a happy ending, more daring films took the screen.  

In the twenties it as sex:  Pure, uninhibited, raw, uncensored sex.  The flapper was the screen idol of the era.  The twenties were “roaring” and so were the audiences.  Everyone wanted “it”.  So they received a vicarious thrill through the cinema.  It was the typical case of lust for something new and different.  Surely, all the viewers didn’t want to leave their spouses.  But they certainly didn’t leave their seats while watching a “marriage on the rocks” film of the twenties.  Eventually censors set in, and the film industry was forced to find another means of increasing its bankroll by amusing the public.


Sex was a potential everyday occurrence to the average movie-goer.  Thus it didn’t need to be grossly exaggerated on the screen.  However, there were certain fields in the late twenties that John Q. Public didn’t know too much about.  How was poor John to learn about these subjects of which every American citizen should be fully aware?  Why, by the movies, of course.  He could read in his two-cent newspaper about a gang war in Chicago.  But for only eight cents more, he could go down to the Fox Theater and see it unfold right before his very eyes.  Amazing!

The gangster movies knocked ‘em dead and left their mark on society.  The heroes’ actions were greatly exaggerated, branding a permanent image on bands of thugs and hoodlums.  The thirties were the worst of times in the United States.  Yet millions went to see films of this type, because “although many books and plays were concerned with the economic conditions of the day, films in the 1930s’ generally avoided the subject.”  (Quotes in this are from books and other media cited as footnotes in the original paper)  The poor descendants of the immigrant who was responsible for the success of the motion picture in the first place somehow had enough money to go see the films that would show them life on the other side of the tracks.

True, “most of the motion picture companies were grinding out escapist fare, on the theory that the public was interested only in pure entertainment—‘If you want to send a message, call Western Union’ was the credo.”  “The ‘B’ film, initially ‘pushed’ on exhibitors if they wanted ‘A’ films, had become such a staple in the movie heyday of the thirties that the situation was reversed—by 1939, ‘B’ films were used as levers to sell some ‘A’ films.”

The same American myth that surrounded gangsters in the thirties was applied to cowboys in the early forties.  Forces of good and evil were clearly defined.  The hero on the white horse wore the white hat.  His woman was always the “purtiest” in town.  He always smiled.  Everybody loved him, especially the children.  His adversary, of course, wore black.  Although it was unintentional, Hollywood’s complete stereotyping of the villain cause him to be a sort of latter-day folk hero, as will be examined in the rebel heroes of the fifties and sixties.

Again, the state of the economy made this particular type of hero-with-a-happy-ending movie successful.  The mindless shoot-out scenes, Indian slaughters, barroom brawls, and contrived poker games (the odds against four-of-a-kind are 4,164 to 1) were accepted by the people, entranced with the mystique of their cowboy heroes.  Needless to say, Hollywood turned out countless westerns of the same motif, as long as they remained profitable.  

For we were now a wartime economy.  John Wayne successfully made the transition from a cowboy to a G. I.  A nation, wound up in a world war, had no time to fantasize about the Santa Fe Trail.  And Hollywood suddenly found itself with a tremendous opportunity.  And, of course, it capitalized on the situation.  To our fathers, the war was a glorious time.  Few World War II veterans had bad afterthoughts about “the war”.  And those who did could have blocked them out by the plot of a typical war movie of the late forties and early fifties.  

Thus men loved to take their families to see such fine films as “Twenty Days To Berlin” and “Bombs Over Tokyo”.  (AUTHOR’S NOTE: I think I totally made up those two movie titles!)  The motion picture industry had scored again, with the Japs and the Krauts taking the place of the Indians.  Like the westerns, the war movies’ predictable plots didn’t keep the American Public from coming to the RKO.  The viewers continued to root for the good guys, even though Hollywood censors would never have allowed them to lose.  The masses were again entranced, this time by the military armament.  Hollywood had thus proven that when one type of exploitation film died out, another could take its place.
****************************


“Everybody in the whole cell block,


 Been dancin’ to the Jailhouse Rock”


(AUTHOR’S NOTE: Even back then I was starting sections of my writing 


 with song quotes.  All song lyrics were cited with footnotes crediting the 

         performers and writers.)

The 1950s were here.  Kids who impatiently sat through war movies with their parents were ready for a war of their own.  They were tired of hearing Eddie Fisher sing about his “pa-PA”.  In the very early fifties, the youth had been silent.  Another war was being fought overseas, and everyone liked Ike.  But then, suddenly something happened.  The youth began to get restless.  And there was a domineering force behind the movement:  a new type of music that had been branded “rock ‘n’ roll”.  The exact origin of the term was irrelevant.  The exact origin of the music was a bit unclear, but its coming seemed inevitable.

In the early fifties, music trade magazines such as Billboard included three weekly record charts:  Popular, Country, and Rhythm and blues, with few or no songs ever attaining positions on two or more charts.  Black groups’ records would make it on the Rhythm and Blues charts.  When these records were “covered” by white artists, the songs only graced the Popular “Top 100”.  But eventually records by Bill Haley and the Comets found their way to both the Country and Popular charts.  Fats Domino managed to break through from the “R & B” to Popular, and the early Elvis Presley records were able to make all three charts.  Record sales boomed, and out parents began to worry.  

Perhaps Hollywood also began to worry.  The fifties were a time for everyone (except Ike) to worry, and Hollywood had always made it a practice not to make movies about the troubles of the times.  And that new medium, television, was doing just the opposite by bringing the McCarthy and Kefauver hearings into the living rooms of millions.  TV was a definite threat to the motion picture industry.

The economy was booming again, and the entertainment dollar loomed large in the hands of potential movie goers.  Hollywood had been successful in the past with its exploitation of people who flocked to see escapist sex films, gangster pictures, family movies, musicals, westerns and war flicks.  In the year 1954, the film industry now had to find a better formula than the 3-D movie that could be as successful as these past topics, to lure the people out of the paranoia of McCarthyism and into the Bijou.  

The parents and grandparents of the youth of America had been able to identify with Little Caesar and Scarface.  They even cheered for these “bad guys”.  Gangsters were just about extinct from society by the mid-fifties.  Organized crime was being swept out of the country by Kefauver and company.  But this new musical movement carried with it a new type of disorganized crime:  Juvenile Delinquency.
“American youth were in the headlines uniquely their own:  Juvenile Delinquency ad Rock and Roll.  The origin of either phenomenon may not be as important as the fact that they were supposedly engaged in unholy and incestuous collusion:  Rock and Roll caused Juvenile Delinquency, and Juvenile Delinquency naturally caused Rock and Roll.  Both were expediting the downfall of the nation’s young, and the nation didn’t like it one little bit.” Quotes are from a 1969 article in Rolling Stone magazine, cited as a footnote in the original paper.)
Juvenile delinquency was not new to the movies.  “The Dead End Kids (later the Bowery Boys) introduced juvenile delinquency to the screen.  They, too, were immediately successful, but after a few ‘A’ pictures, ‘they were misused by Hollywood in the forties in a series of low-budget melodramas”.  (Quote cited in the paper)  For Hollywood to play up a rebel hero was not without past exposure either.  John Garfield had been one in the 1930s.  He was, in fact, the first “greaser”.  The fifties’ movement toward this type of movie was much like that of the thirties.  It started with a couple of “A” movies, which became successful and proved to the industry that “B” movies would sell just as well.
The year is 1955.  The 1955 Chevy is a new car.  And everyone is talking about a new movie called The Blackboard Jungle.  It is a serious film, dealing with the problems of a vocational school in New York.  But as the opening credits hit the screen, the kids start reacting to the strains of “their music”.
“1, 2, 3 o’clock, 4 o’clock rock
 5, 6, 7 o’clock, 8 o’clock rock
 9, 10, 11 o’clock, 12 o’clock rock

 We’re gonna rock around the clock tonight…”


Bill Haley was almost thirty years old.  He and his band, The Comets, had been playing their “rockabilly” music since the late forties, barely making the Country and Western charts.  They had released “Rock Around The Clock” in 1954, and the record became a very minor hit.  Then, in the summer of 1955, it was chosen to be the theme song for The Blackboard Jungle.

“In the context of that film of teenage rebellion, the song took on a whole new meaning.  It became the first song to have a defiant meaning for teenagers only.  It was the first inkling teenagers had that they might be a force to be reckoned with, in numbers alone.  If there could be one song, there could be others; there could be a whole world of songs, and then, a whole world.  Unwittingly, Bill Haley, basically a very square man, had opened up a Pandora’s Box of teenage emotions…He was always apologizing for the monster he created”.  

“Needless to say, the association of ‘Rock Around The Clock’ with The Blackboard Jungle was largely responsible for the record’s extraordinary success.  The combination of the image of rebellious youth with the raucous and driving sound of rock spelled out an interpretation which was already implicit in the popular imagination:  This was rebellious music.  In this particular case, the content of the film reinforced the appeal of the music.”
(The above two quotes were cited in the paper, from two of the earliest books written about rock history:  Lillian Roxon’s ‘Rock Encyclopedia’, and Carl Belz’s ‘The Story Of Rock’, respectively.)

And the appeal of the music reinforced the content of the film.  The motion picture industry viewed the success of The Blackboard Jungle and found that it had a new topic to exploit:  rock rebel-ism.  Up until this time, the teenagers had been exploited only as a market for the various topical films.  With the success of The Blackboard Jungle, teenagers had proven themselves to be an even greater market than ever before, and, more important, a subject for exploitation films.

In every new movement, there is always one driving force behind it, one person with more insight than anyone else, who is just slightly more ingenious and a trend-setter instead of a follower.  Whether it was Edison inventing the motion pictures or Chaplin mastering comedy, there was usually one face standing out as “the leader of the pack” (coincidentally or otherwise, the ultimate rebel song from the 1960s).


In line with the “great man theory of history”, it is debatable whether America would have been discovered as early as 1492 without Columbus, or if there could have been a University of Pennsylvania without Benjamin Franklin (or was it Corky Calhoun?)  (AUTHOR’S NOTE:  Very inside joke about a current Penn basketball player at the time).  Anyway, the innovator responsible for bringing the teenagers to the forefront as the leading subjects of films in the 1950s was Sam Katzman (and his company, American-International films).

“If there is a trend or fad sweeping the country that looks like there’s a buck in it, Sam Katzman will turn it into a feature film before Time magazine can even attempt to explain it”. (Quote cited from an earlier noted book source)  Katzman’s movies, unlike The Blackboard Jungle, were “B” movies.  “While many exploiters attempt to cash in on trends in movie making, Katzman zeroes in on trends outside the boundaries of film, usually things that show up in popular music.” (Same cited source) 


An equally successful producer who attacked the teenage movie field from the other side was Albert Zugsmith.  He preferred to make films that were box office successes due to the controversy concerning their subject matter.  “The box office success of a picture in today’s market is in direct ratio to the talk it arouses.  It is not enough for the picture to just entertain:  the audience must derive from it a reaction that will cause talk for a week after.”  (Same cited source) Accordingly, while Katzman chose to exploit trends in the teenage society, Zugsmith created his own hysteria with “sex, dope, and cheap thrills.”

The teen movies of the fifties fall into four categories:  Musicals, Wild Youth, Mild Youth, and Beach films.  There were also a few serious “A” films which dealt with important social issues.  Katzman’s first Musical took advantage of the secret behind the success of The Blackboard Jungle, Bill Haley and the Comets.  The movie, aptly titled Rock Around The Clock, followed the typical Katzman formula:  rock ‘n’ roll groups, thin plots, a touch of sex, and, of course, Alan Freed, the 1950s disk jockey.  Parents condemned the movie, but the kids went wild, especially when Haley and the boys were really wailing (the sax player would play on his back with his feet in the air).  This was your typical fifties’ musical.

****************************

“Well you can rock it you can roll it,


 Do the stomp and even stroll it at the hop”


Teenage musical films abounded.  They were all either done by Katzman or “borrowed” his style.  He followed Rock Around The Clock with Don’t Knock The Rock.  Five years later he followed Twist Around The Clock with Don’t Knock The Twist.  Katzman could even make money on a movie entitled Juke Box Rhythm.  Other producers’ Musicals included Go Johnny Go, The Big Beat, Let’s Rock, Rock Around The World, and Teenage Millionaire.  Performing musical acts included Gene Vincent and the Blue Caps, Frankie Lymon and the Teenagers, The Del-Vikings, Duane Eddy and the Rebels, and, of course, Chubby Checker.      

“The movies themselves were awfully entertaining, but everything was subordinate to the music, there seldom being fifteen minutes of action and dialogue before someone rips off a tune”.  (Earlier source cited)  Viewing a few of these movies at two dollars each proved that the tunes weren’t the only things being “ripped off”.  The quality of the films was unimportant, for they were all financial successes.

As high school students talked about the movies between classes and spent hours at the mirror trying to imitate all the new dance steps they’d seen their film counterparts do, their parents cursed it all as a passing fad.  The grown-ups just couldn’t understand what was happening to their kids, and the kids couldn’t take the adverse reaction.  As Mamie Van Doren said to her teacher in Albert Zugsmith’s High School Confidential, “Don’t tell me you never rode in a hot rod or had a late date in the balcony.”

****************************


“I don’t want a pickle…”


In 1954, Marlon Brando starred in The Wild One.  He played Johnny, the leader of The Black Rebels Motorcycle gang.  He wore a black leather jacket with more zippers than Liberace has sequins, and a typical motorcyclist’s hat (later worn by Harvey Lembeck as Eric Von Zipper in the “Beach” movies).  He drove a mean motorcycle.


In 1955, James Dean starred in Rebel Without A Cause.  Between them, Brando and Dean set the stage for an onslaught of “Wild Youth” films.  “1955 and 1956 were the golden years of the American screen rebel.  The youth of the country had reacted strongly to the young, uncommunicative characters portrayed by screen newcomer James Dean.”  (Earlier source cited)  The film industry responded to the audiences’ reaction by once more exploiting the hell out of them.  The two “serious” rebel films followed the pattern set by The Blackboard Jungle with rock musicals, by inspiring “…the deluge of ‘quickies’ that followed, with James Dean’s performance in ‘Rebel’ sending every B-rate actor back to the bathroom mirror for a few more hours practice.”  (Earlier source cited)  Dean’s idolism was greatly increased by his premature death in an automobile accident.  The ultimate Hollywood exploitation turned out to be The James Dean Story, a documentary released less than a year after Dean’s death.  Needless to say, it sold.

In Rebel Without A Cause, Dean played a troubled youth whose favorite pastime was fast cruising in his car.  One of his buddies was played by Sal Mineo, the biggest greaser of them all.  Dean’s father was played by Jim Backus.  Mineo appeared in many other youth flicks, including Rock Pretty Baby, another haven for past and launching pad for future Hollywood stars.  This movie’s troubled youth was John Saxon, who played a struggling musician.   His parents were played by Fay “King Kong” Wray and Edward “Sorry about that, Chief” Platt.  In the end, Saxon, like most heroes, gets the audition and the girl he’s been seeking.

Girls in these movies were usually played by Mamie Van Doren types.  Mamie was old enough to play a degenerate’s mother, but no one who ever had a mother who looked like that could ever get in too much trouble.  The other girls learned how to act by watching Mamie Van Doren movies.  But acting ability was usually measured on a 36 to 42 scale.  Even the so-called “All-American” chicks were thrill crazy (and still are).  Their guys were even more so.

Wild Youth guys were totally stereotyped, always talking in clichés.  “How’s about a fat lip?” or “Watch it, buddy, or I’ll hit you so hard your grandmother’ll feel it!”  Wild Youth films gave teens their first introduction to drugs.  Reefers abounded in the many pockets of a motorcycle jacket.  In The Wild Angels, “The Loser” died with a joint in his mouth.  His funeral procession consisted of ten leather-jacketed males and females carrying a casket, followed by and endless trail of motorcycles.  The movie The Cool and the Crazy was about high school dope pushers.  It was “…filmed on location in Kansas City, where actors (Dick) Bakalyan and (Dick) Jones were actually busted when their ducktails and delinquent appearance attracted the attention of the local police.” (Earlier source cited) 


“…Just wanna ride on my motorcycle.”
****************************


“Maynard!!??!!??!!  What on earth are you going to do with all that tin 
          foil?”

A wild youth was a “bum who rode in his hot rod, half-crazed from drugs and liquor, looking for looking for a chick to lay, a store to rob, or another car to drag; discourteous, greasy, irresponsible, and mean.”  (Earlier source cited) 


Diametrically opposed, a mild youth was “everybody’s baby; clean, honest, moral and bright; everything a parent could hope for, incarnate.” (Earlier source cited)  No angel by any means, he did such horrendous things as listen to “that awful rock and roll music, if you can call it music”, and disregard his studies by writing love notes to Mary Ellen Rogers.  


Female mild youth kept the Brooklyn Heights telephone company in business from Zanzibar to Barclay Square by spending countless hours on the phone with Richard.  So great was the appeal of the mild youth figure to the silent majority that, while Wild Youth movies were dead from overexposure by 1960, Mild Youth movies supplied daytime television for years (“Hi, Oz.  Where’s Ricky?”).

While Mild Youth films were less escapist than their delinquent counterparts, they still filled Radio City Music Hall.  And the exploitation kept on coming.  Everyone knows that Gidget was followed by Gidget Goes Hawaiian.  Sam Katzman was in on the act with Life Begins At Seventeen, starring Edd “Kookie” Byrnes.  And the ultimate mild youth (even though he was over thirty), Dick Clark, starred as an ex-football star-turned-teacher in Because They’re Young.  Anything more to be learned about mild youth movies can be found in any of a dozen TV situation comedies.  Now……….Which way to da beach?
****************************


“Two girls for every boy…

          I got a ’34 wagon 

 And we call it a ‘Woody’

 Surf City, here we come…”

What Sam Katzman was to rock musicals, William Asher was to Beach movies.  The formula was simple:  Add Frankie Avalon, Annette Funicello (whom we all had watched develop on The Mickey Mouse Club), an establishment figure played by either Bob Cummings or Don Rickles, a nutty motorcycle gang (for a touch of comedy and violence), and a cast of thousands of grains of sand, and you (or Asher) had a very successful movie.
The first such movie was Beach Party, whose box office receipts demanded a follow-up.  Unfortunately, it was the only good beach movie.  All the rest were the same movie, redone as Bikini Beach, Muscle Beach Party, Big Bikini Bash (AUTHOR’S NOTE:  I think I made up that latter title also!), and Beach Blanket Bingo.  The actors were mostly the same, and obviously so were the plots, since there were none.

“Of course, no one smoked, drank, or touched each other (except in volleyball).” (Earlier source cited)  Yet, the ads for these movies made them sound like the Forty-Second Street Burlesque:  “It’s where every torso is more so, and bare-as-you-dare is the rule!”
The early sixties were the perfect setting for successful beach movies.  The era was one of prosperity pervaded by an aura of optimism and confidence.  Happy endings were in tune with the times.  Delinquent movies went out with Ike.  The masses yearned for the post-war innocence of the early fifties (or twenties) and just wanted to enjoy themselves at the cinema.  They were not really interested in problems of social import or relevance, even though they should have been.  This was a different teenager from the 1955 variety.  Escapism and enjoyment were his motives.  And (quoting the Mamas and the Papas) “California Dreaming was becoming a reality.”
Just as The Beach Boys records sold better away from the west coast, so did William Asher’s movies.  For few Dodge City residents ever went to see a western.  But by 1965, Beach movies were dying.  Their appeal was now overshadowed by the charisma of The Beatles.  Film exploitation of the teenagers decreased with every “I like Ringo best” sweatshirt that was bought.  In the fall of 1964, the most popular movie in the United States was A Hard Day’s Night.  Not since James Dean had teenage girls screamed at male figures on a screen.  No one ever screamed at Frankie Avalon anymore.  They just laughed at him.  For Beach movies, the tide had turned.  One last attempt at an exploitation Beach movie was Out Of Sight, a musical secret agent spoof on the sands of California, featuring The Turtles, Freddie and The Dreamers, and Gary Lewis and The Playboys.  It bombed.
Teenagers, for the first time interested in the lyrics of rock songs, were immune to Hollywood exploitation tactics.  The Beatles were unique in that they were the last opportunity for exploiting a “B” movie to an audience that didn’t know better.  As John Lennon might say to Sam Katzman, “The dream is over.”
****************************

“You better stop, children, what’s that sound?
 Everybody look, what’s going down?”

In 1967, Sam Katzman produced Riot On Sunset Strip for American-International.  Ol’ Sam hadn’t lost his touch.  “He got this into the theaters within six weeks of the Strip riots.”  (Earlier source cited)  In a sense it was still an exploitation movie, but for the first time the people wanted to hear something relevant.  
In 1968 American-International tried a little social comment of its own, with MaryJane (starring, of all people, Fabian, and written by, of all people, Dick “Hymie” Gautier and Peter “Hollywood Squares” Marshall).  MaryJane’s promotion was purely exploitation-oriented, stressing the controversy of the subject of marijuana, including suggestions to the public to encourage their clergy or psychiatrists to see the flick and publicly comment, hopefully favorably, on it.  The radio campaign was even better:  “MaryJane…Not the girl next door, but a trip to Hell!”
1968 was a year of transition between the old style teen film that you could still laugh at and the truly outstanding artistry of the new directors.  “American-International, the company that had pioneered ‘youth films’ with their innocuous horror and beach bikini movies of the late fifties and early sixties, can be credited with the first socially significant youth films paving the way to Easy Rider.  In the mid-sixties, American-International, with great intuition and an ear to what was happening in pop music, served srved the spirit of rebellion among America’s youth.  Protest and protest songs were popular, and American-International jumped on the bandwagon and produced some protest pictures.” (Earlier source cited)  
American-International’s Wild In The Streets was halfway between Juke Box Rhythm and Easy Rider.  The 1968 movie starred British idol Christopher Jones as Max Frost, “an LSD pusher who becomes a rock & roll entertainer and eventually President of the United States.  In that film, all citizens including his mother (played by Shelley Winters) were sent to compulsory ‘retirement’ camps where they were kept on a steady diet of hallucinatory drugs.” (Earlier source cited)  Jones sang many protest songs in the movie, including the infamous “Fourteen Or Fight” for the cause of lowering the voting age to fourteen so his fifteen year-old right hand man, a graduate of Yale Law School, could vote.  
This seemingly absurd movie clothed, in the garb of the teenage drug culture, the basis for an intellectual statement.  The film was a box office success, despite the fact that the masses viewed it as comical entertainment.  But aside from making money, the producer intended to show the youth as a force that should be reckoned with.  In other words, the movie pointed out the foolishness of viewing youth as a hostile force and illustrated the contention that the “elders” must listen to what the youth has to say.  This is not to say that Wild In The Streets was one of the great movies of our time, but it did lay the foundation for later movies that would be.
****************************

“I’m empty and aching and I don’t know why
 Counting the cars on the New Jersey Turnpike
 We’ve all come to look for America

 All come to look for America”

The film industry was ready for a change.  A counter-culture had developed in the industry, due in great part to the teen films which were just plain bad movies.  The medium was the message, and now films had to do the same things that books did in being aware of their social environment.  Spearheading this movement was Peter Fonda, who decided to make his own movie, saying what he wanted to say.  The film industry expected Fonda to be wiped out but, instead of going broke, he revolutionized the industry.  He made a motorcycle film, but unlike Brando’s The Wild One, the motorcycle was just a vehicle for Fonda to convey his message.
“Motorcycles are still the symbol of being beat, hippie, Bohemian, someone alienated from the comfortable American way of life, someone trying to find himself on the roads of America.”  (Earlier source cited)  In Easy Rider, Fonda attempted to show America from the youth-rebel’s point of view instead of from the establishment point of view that the public was used to.  A new type of hero-anti-hero was portrayed, where there were no good guys, and the closest thing to heroes in the movie were, if anything, un-American in the traditional sense.  In a new way, Fonda showed what was wrong with America.  The point to be emphasized is not whether Fonda’s visions were valid, but rather that the attempt was made at an alternate view.  Fonda and Dennis Hopper may have “blew it”, but in terms of the film and its evolution, they hit the jackpot.
For the movies which followed Easy Rider were much more than indicated by their surface plots, and the farthest things from complete exploitation films.  The viewer could be sure that there was an underlying message, some reason that the movie was made other than to make money.
In the late sixties, movies became more sophisticated in their level of symbolism and imagery.  The public was now tremendously more aware of what it was seeing than ever before.  Easy Rider came out in 1969.  In the summer of that year, the ultimate youth experience took place, a free concert at Yasgur’s farm in New York.  The event seemed to be even farther away from exploitation than Fonda’s film.  But after the producers of the Woodstock Music Festival realized that they had lost a couple of million in gate receipts, the decided to compensate by making a full-length feature film of the whole show.  Then those who couldn’t say, “I was there,” could at least think they had been.
Thus, in 1970, American teenagers gazed in awe at the swarms of freaks in Woodstock, just as their 1950s predecessors had marveled at a “Hell’s Angels” group destroying a town.  Woodstock was a musical, quite unlike Katzman’s many, but not without ancestry.  In 1965, American-International had released The T.A.M.I. Show, which was the first rock concert film, featuring Chuck Berry, The Rolling Stones, James Brown, and The Beach Boys.  The first rock music festival had been made into a film, Monterey Pop, in 1967.  This film didn’t sell too well, showing that the successful exploitation of Woodstock was unique.  The music in Monterey Pop was good, but without a magnetic event, it just couldn’t be exploited.  The people who went to see the movie went to see the bands and hear the music.  They knew what they were getting and weren’t about to be fooled.
Woodstock was the most expensive movie ever.  Hollywood knew that it had a product which it could sell at extravagant prices (five dollars a ticket for the first run showing).  Hollywood cashed in on an event similar to the coming of The Beatles, and tried to make up for the fact that it lost out in 1964.  After the success of Woodstock, additional attempts were made to exploit this new field of rock concert films.
A camera had been following The Rolling Stones across America in late 1969.  Thus a movie was being made of their United States tour even before the brutal killing which occurred at the Altamont concert.  It is certain that the exploitation of rock concert movies would not have sold, as evidenced by the fact that Gimme Shelter didn’t sell well, even with the drama of a live murder on film.  The late sixties’ musical movies were not completely negative in that people who did view them knew what was in the movies and went because they wanted to see them, not because Hollywood over-promoted them.  
From 1955 to 1970, rock-rebel films progressed a full cycle.  It is ironic that the same motorcycle violence that surrounded Brando’s Black Rebels in The Wild One surrounded “Hell’s Angels” in Gimme Shelter.  In the fifties’ escapist films, stages murders were exciting to the teenagers who flocked to see them.  In 1970, in the vein of Easy Rider, a ruthless, un-staged murder showed reality, not escapism, to those interested.  Music was the force behind the movement in 1955, and it was there again in 1970, attracting the youth cult, like the Pied Piper, to places like Woodstock and Altamont.  
The teenage film rebel and his following had progressed from greasers to beach bums to hippies.  What will be the next trend to exploit?  We don’t know—better ask Sam Katzman.

****************************

“Every picture tells a story…”

Film experts have always debated whether the film is more important as an art form or as an industry.  When Edison invented the moving picture, he thought it had little art or commercial value.  To Edison, the film, like many of his inventions, was a toy.  As the film industry developed, businessmen marketed the film as a type of toy for the entertainment of the masses. 
Since 1900, the public has been duped by Hollywood’s money men.  Reels and reels of sex, western, gangster, war, and teen films have played for ticket buyers, exploiting them in every decade of the century.  There was never a time when one couldn’t escape to a theater and, for just 10 cents, 25 cents, 50 cents, a dollar, a buck-75, $2.50 and now three dollars or more, watch something he probably wished he was part of.  
Throughout the history of filmdom, the motion picture industry has been engaged in a race to keep one step ahead of the intelligence of the public.  The levels of movie making’s sophistication and the public’s education with regard to the movies have gone in spurts, each periodically leap-frogging the other.  After the producers would hold the upper hand for a while, the public would wise up to the exploitation tactics (or get sick of the films), forcing the industry to find some new topic of interest.  
As the fifties gave way to the sixties, movie-goers became more aware.  They wouldn’t fall for just anything.  Teen rebel movies died out.  The only place where one could see Beach Party was on television.  Theater movies needed to be “good” to sell.  By the late sixties, many movie houses were in financial trouble.  Potential movie viewers, more educated than ever before, were more likely to know what they were getting in a movie.  Reviewers could make or break a film.  Perhaps movies were finally becoming as much of an art form as the Broadway theater.
Then again, this may not be the case.  Film history has established a pattern of one exploitation after another, and we may just be in a period of transition.  Eventually, the bright young men will probably think of new ideas for movies that will make money.  For although movies are of higher quality now, the flocking of the masses to the earlier “B” movies may not have been without its adverse effect on American society.  And even though these low-grade movies were commercial successes, one substantial school of thought, with Dustin Hoffman as a spokesman, feels:
“…sure that the film, more than any other single thing, has damaged America.  My parents and their generation escaped the depression by sitting in movie theaters and allowing themselves to be hypnotized by those images on that great big screen.  Many of those movies were about furs and Cadillacs and swimming pools.  So it was no wonder that they believed that, if they ever broke out of the bread lines, that’s where the good life was.  They’ve had the advantages of all that affluence and they are reacting against it.”” (Earlier source cited)  
Maybe that’s why exploitation of teenagers is over…The wet head is dead.
****************************

“We won’t get fooled again!”

(END OF COLLEGE TERM PAPER FROM 1972)


The above paper was a bit early to note yet another exploitation (or two) that came along shortly thereafter, influenced by the music business:  One even used a spin-off from the exact terminology.  From Wikipedia:


“Blaxploitation…is a film genre that emerged in the United States in the 1970s. It is considered an ethnic subgenre of the general category of exploitation films. Blaxploitation films were originally made specifically for an urban black audience, although the genre's audience appeal soon broadened across racial and ethnic lines. The term…was coined in the early 1970s by the Los Angeles National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) head, and ex-film publicist Junius Griffin. Blaxploitation films were the first to regularly feature soundtracks of funk and soul music as well as primarily black casts.  Variety credited Sweet Sweetback's ‘Baadasssss Song’, released in 1971, with the invention of the blaxploitation as well as the less radical Hollywood-financed film Shaft, also released in 1971.”

Other examples of Blaxploitation films included Foxy Brown, Three The Hard Way, Uptown Saturday Night, Cleopatra Jones, and, of course, Blacula and Blackenstein.  And then, by the late 1970s, we were bombarded with films based on disco music.  Not necessarily the king of them all, Saturday Night Fever (which can’t be considered exploitation), but stuff like Can’t Stop The Music (featuring The Village People, and also including Bruce Jenner).  However now we’re into 1980, and this is a book about the 1950s, 1960s and a bit of the 1970s, so that’s about it for listing exploitation films.  


Unless, of course, we open up a new trend which still exists strongly in 2015:  movie sequels, with or without numbers in the title.  Today, Beach Blanket Bingo might be instead called Beach Party IV.  In my opinion, the only sequels worth a damn are Home Alone 2 and the second and third parts of the Back To The Future trilogy.  I really don’t understand how decent actors even agree to be in sequels.  


And I won’t even get into (at least not now) how the top 21st century rappers have become major TV and movie star actors.  So, back to the past, with a free-for-all chapter about 1950s and 1960s music, again.
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