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‘Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band’ is hailed as one of the greatest albums of all time, a groundbreaking work that redefined the boundaries of music. 

The album was reimagined as a stage musical, retitled ‘Sgt. Pepper's Lonely Hearts Club Band on the Road.’ 

Opening in New York on November 17, 1974, the production aimed to capture the spirit of the original by bringing it to life on the stage. 

This book reveals how a beloved musical masterpiece was turned into a theatrical bomb.

​

Stage 1: The Dream 

Robert Stigwood cast himself as the impresario who turned pop music into a global empire. In the 1960s, he unleashed Bee Gees and Cream on the world. 

[image: ]In the seventies, with a wave of his hand, he spun disco gold out of vinyl. He brokered Jesus Christ Superstar, Evita, and Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat—and rolled the dice in Hollywood with Saturday Night Fever and Grease. 

Stigwood then focused on the Beatles' most coveted album, Sgt. Pepper's Lonely Hearts Club Band, and invested over three million dollars to secure the rights to stage the songs on Broadway.

But then the Bee Gees turned accusers, dragging him into court with a $75,000,000 lawsuit, accusing him of siphoning $100 million in missing royalties. 

Other stories swirled around Stigwood.  By one account, he tried to muscle in on Don Arden, the manager of the Small Faces.  Arden didn’t negotiate.  He retaliated.  Allegedly, he hired two enforcers to hang Stigwood by his ankles out of a window.

When it came time for Sgt. Pepper to appear on Broadway, Stigwood vanished. He never came to a rehearsal.  Never sat at a production meeting.  Never sank into a velvet seat to watch his multi-million-dollar gamble unfold under the Broadway stage lights.

His absence became the lead character in a drama—louder than applause and heavier than silence. 

The show bore his name... but not his presence. 

Robert Stigwood conjured Sgt. Pepper for the stage with the flourish of a magician. 

And then, in a puff of smoke, he disappeared. 
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Stage 2: The Dream Team

[image: ]The first major decision for the Broadway production was to choose a director. 

Tom O’ Horgan, was a logical choice, given his experience directing the hit rock musical ‘Hair’ on Broadway. 

The production team son became Broadway’s best of the best, and most were Tony Award winners.

As a bonus, several had worked with O’ Horgan on past Broadway shows. 
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Robin Warner, award-winning set designer and co-adapter, conceived the set design and provided the poster design.

Jules Fisher, lighting designer, winner of nine Tony Awards and twenty-four nominations.

Randy Barcello, costume designer, a veteran Broadway designer and Tony Award nominee.

Abe Jacob, a sound designer with a long list of Broadway credits and sound designer for The Mamas and the Papas, Peter, Paul, and Mary, Carole King, and Jimi Hendrix.

Gordon Lowry Harrell, arranger and conductor, Tony Award winner, and musical creator of award-winning documentaries. Gordon selected a band consisting of studio musicians who created many soundtracks for major singers.

Howard Dando, producer of 'Tommy,' the first rock album to appear on Broadway; director of 'Elvis, The Legend Lives' (Palace Theater); television producer; director of ballet companies and several major arts festivals. 

With all of these Broadway professionals, what could go wrong?

Stage 3: Casting
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The Cast:

Ted Neeley as Billy Shears

Kay Cole as Strawberry 

Allan Nicholls as Jack Hammer

B.G. Gibson as Claw Hammer

William Parry as Sledgehammer

Alaina Reed as Lucy

David Patrick Kelly as Sgt. Pepper

Hammeroids:

Blake Anderson

Arlana Blue

Ron Capossoli

Stoney Reece

Jason Roberts

Stage 4: Choosing a Theater

I scouted the Beacon Theatre at a time when it was termed a 'belly-run' movie house, meaning it showed two previously released films per day for a dollar. I stepped inside and noticed a few people dozing in the darkness; yet, curious to see more, I snuck behind the screen to discover six floors of dressing rooms. Obviously, this was once a vaudeville house (Roxy Midway).  The next day I scheduled a meeting with the theatre owner, and as I entered his office, we realized we were members of the same health club. He told me that months earlier he had signed a rental agreement with an Atlanta carpet manufacturer, Steven Singer.

Steven Singer and Barry Kerr renovated the theater in 1973 as a film and concert venue.  In 2006, Madison Square Garden Entertainment assumed control of the Beacon.  Subsequently, the venue hosted performers such as the Rolling Stones and Bob Dylan, as well as films, broadcasts, and ceremonies, including the Broadway Tony Awards. 
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Anticipating large audiences for the Beatles production, the Beacon, with a capacity of 2,894 seats, stood out as an appropriate venue.  In comparison, the Gershwin Theatre, the nearest-sized theater in the 'Broadway District,' had 1,900 seats. Ironically, the Beacon on the Upper West Side is one of only four theaters actually on Broadway.
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The Beacon architecture combined inspiration from Renaissance, Roman, Greek and Rococo architecture.

The golden Roman warriors and spears on both sides of the stage could be distracting for musicals such as a ‘My Fair Lady.’

Currently, the theatre is vibrant with rock and pop music performances. 

The Beacon is listed on the National Registration of Historic Places.

Stage 5: Advertising and Publicity

Matt Serino was picked to manage advertising due to his excellent work on my theatrical production of 'Tommy.' Matt's company, Blaine-Thompson, handled 70% of the advertising for Broadway shows. 

"Pepper" also needed a large international public relations team for a Beatles project, and Rogers and Cowan were the obvious choice. Their organization sparked a revolution in Los Angeles, where film studios once handled all of their artists' publicity. Cowan began by removing actors from the 'studio system' before moving on to public relations for studio films, film festivals, cable and network television, fashion designers, award shows, concert tours, and high-profile entertainment events.  A perfect fit for 'Sgt. Pepper's.' They sent memoranda to the producers on a daily, often even hourly, basis.
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Stage 6: The Script

[image: ]Scripts are typically composed long before rehearsals begin—even years in advance.  But Sgt. Pepper had no script, not one line of dialogue.

Instead, Director Tom O’Horgan arrived with an allegory about the dark machinery of the music business—agents, managers, and record executives who twisted musical art into commercial products.  O’ Horgan’s plot was about agents and manager biting the hands of the musicians that fed him.  The irony was not hard to miss.

The story revolved around Billy Shears, a musician duped into signing a contract with the "Hammermen"—menacing individuals who symbolized the industry's power brokers. 

Three 'Hammermen' represented the music managers, wearing gigantic hammers on their heads for an unknown purpose.  Their other objective, for some unknown reason, was to separate Billy from his fiancée, 'Strawberry Fields.'

But, at first, Billy objected, so the Hammermen needed to call upon the diabolical temptress "Lucy" (‘Lucy in the Sky of Diamonds’) to lure Billy to sign the contract.

Billy becomes seduced by Lucy’s promises that entangles him with the devious language of contracts that have ensnared and devoured musicians by agents and managers of the music industry. 

Stage 7: The Hype

[image: ](Left to right) Steven Singer, Stephen Metz, John Lennon, Bruce Scott, and Peter Brown.

Steven Singer spent a million dollars remodeling the Beacon Theater in anticipation of a successful musical.

Executive producer Peter Brown was a lawyer by profession but served more as the Beatles' personal manager. 

Brown, a British gentleman of polished elegance, presided over weekly sessions as if they were diplomatic briefings, with calm voices, measured gestures, and, on occasion, cups of tea and pastries.  The silence was occasionally disrupted by disturbances in the hallway, where Stigwood's musical artists gathered around the copy machine, including the duo of Ashford and Simpson.

At one meeting someone proposed doing an American arena tour before the Broadway launch. On paper, it appeared appealing.  However, it collapsed due to immovable difficulties: basketball, hockey, and concerts were booked in arenas for years in advance. Second, it would take time to arrange continuous dates for performances, and the Broadway debut was only months away.

A four-piece band could afford to stay in hotels while waiting for openings in arena schedules. But Pepper was a mobile army consisting of twenty actors, twelve musicians, and a team of sound, lighting, and costume; it could be financial suicide to stay in hotels for weeks while waiting for arena availability.

Rehearsals for Sgt. Pepper’s began on Monday, October 7, 1974, at the Ukrainian National Hall, Greenwich Village, New York City, New York. 
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It became concerning that there was little advance publicity, especially since we had confirmation of John Lennon’s support.  But close to the opening, a team of BBC filmmakers took videos of Lennon in Central Park and in front of the Beacon Theatre.

However, the excitement intensified as the rehearsals started inside the theatre. 

The New York City Council contributed to the publicity by designating 74th Street as 'Sgt. Pepper Way.’
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Lennon was active in promoting the Broadway musical, and prior to the opening, he was filmed for a BBC documentary.  It was common to see Lennon walking in Central Park.

Ironically, the park would one day be his memorial. 

John Lennon loved New York and often said, “I regret professionally and profoundly not being born in Greenwich Village.”

In 1972 he had to fight against extradition from New York and the United States that was driven by the FBI and President Richard Nixon to expel Lennon due to his anti-war activism and a perceived threat to Nixon’s re-election.

Lennon hired an immigration attorney, Leon Wildes, who ironically had no idea who John Lennon was.  Mr. Wildes successfully defended Lennon against the deportation in the historic case that transformed U.S. immigration law and set legal precedent.

[image: ]There were only two posters (termed by movie theaters as 'one-sheets) that hung in front of the Beacon theatre.

Fortunately, by chance, after the show closed, I noticed the theater's janitor tossing one poster in a trash can.  Luckily, I rescued the other ‘one-sheet’ poster that Lennon pointed to.

It hangs in my office as a reminder not to have high expectations. 

Stage 8: ‘Load-In’

‘Load in’ is the day when a truck arrives to unload the set, costumes, props, lights, cables, and sound equipment as crews move through orchestrated chaos with the speed of a military deployment.  The wardrobe department carries costume trunks up six levels of dressing rooms, unpacking costumes, sequins, velvet, and feathers onto rolling racks that clogged the halls.  Speakers crackled with test cues at maximum volume.  Props are arranged in precise battlefield order in the wings.  Stagehands connect the set's skeletal frame; as above their head electricians hoist lighting rigs.  In the midst of the chaos, as a moment of mythology emerged as John Lennon uncovered a rare gem, a 1934 Wurlitzer organ (one of only three in New York).  Lennon’s fingers moved across the keys.  I sat next to John and leaned back as far as I could to catch the shot.

[image: ]

As I clicked the shot it was as if the theater gods were furious at the intrusion and the entire theatre went dark. But by late afternoon we had our first glimpse of the set, a 'unit set,' meaning there would only be one location throughout the play.  (Traditional musicals normally have several sets to change from one location to another.) 

I was very surprised to see that Tom O'Horgan had put the musicians on stage.  Even though the band was outstanding, this was not a concert.  Conventional Broadway musicals place the musicians in the orchestra pit to prevent the audience from becoming distracted from the actors.

[image: ]

The load-in began early in the morning, after a long day, John and I were photographed as we were leaving the lobby.

Stage 9: The Program
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[image: ]Stage 10: Dress Rehearsal

After weeks of rehearsals at the Ukrainian National Hall in Greenwich Village, the cast would finally rehearse on stage with costumes, sets, props, lights, and sound. 

A photographer was hired to take photos of the rehearsal, but he did not show.

Jack Lyons, agent for Rogers & Cowan, was in a panic since this rehearsal was the last chance to photograph the production. He asked if I had a camera.

Fortunately, I lived three blocks from

the theater and returned, but only with enough time to shoot Act II.

The 'run-through', meant no stopping, no pauses for any reason therefore I could not stop to pose the performers The actors had to swirl around me while I was shooting but they were professionals and adjusted.

It was more than surprising to see the entire cast using hand-held microphones, especially since this was a Broadway musical, and not a concert. Why?

[image: ]Body microphones were invented in the 1950s and used in Broadway shows thereafter. 

Handheld microphones restricted the actors' movement.  What lead the director to make this choice? 

Later I heard that two days of rehearsals were squandered solely to prevent the cast from tripping over microphone cords.

Alaina Reed's movement was even
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