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	Introduction

	 

	 

	On a wintery February evening in a trendy Brooklyn neighborhood, I found myself sitting in a bar, enjoying conversation and a beer with my oldest son, Gavin. Gav is a music lover and works for Atlantic Records and our conversations are usually about two things - politics and music. Fortunately, we are on the same page with both, so unless one of us has had a huge fight with our significant others, the conversations are light and convivial. This night, the topics are music and business. When we finish discussing Billie Eilish, Taylor Swift, the hot new artists coming out of Atlantic, and Viacom takeovers, with a little prompting I begin to tell him a story about some rock star that I had worked with in the past. He loves these stories and often urges me to tell him anything I can remember. About three sentences in, he stops me: “Why don’t you…” he pauses… “Actually, I dare you to write a book about all this stuff you tell me. Hell, you’ve been doing this for what, sixty-two years? There has to be a book in there somewhere, no? You worked with people like Elton John, Carly Simon, Paul McCartney, Jim Croce, and all these people you’ve told me about - why not share these stories with the world?”  

	This is definitely not something I had ever considered. I ask him if he thinks anyone will care; does he think there’s a market for stories from someone who worked with stars, but was not a household name? Then it occurred to me that many of these biographies are written by unrelated authors, not the artists themselves. I was a whole lot closer to the action than a researcher who writes a book based on interviews and articles. While I liked Gavin’s idea, I warned him I couldn’t write a “tell-all” hit piece. I like most of the stars I’ve worked with, and we’ve enjoyed some amazing times together. He says, “Just write down the stories you’ve told me and the many more I’m sure you’ve got stashed away in your memory banks! They’re good and people will love them.”

	Then it occurred to both of us that there are things that I saw… There are moments that I shared with these artists and stars that were personal to us, and we are the only ones who were there, the only ones who know about them. Hence, they have never found their way into books, Rolling Stone or People magazine. Would these encounters be interesting to anyone but me? Gavin seemed to think his generation would devour them.

	I took him up on his dare and started to scratch my head and tap away at my keyboard. Memories started coming back to me - silly things, intimate things, embarrassing things, childhood memories of my first guitar and my first public performance at eleven years old. Then bigger things: slamming a dressing room door in Warren Beatty’s face when he was acting like a jerk trying to get to Carly Simon, which may have been the inspiration for “You’re So Vain”. Sitting in Sly Stone’s fur-lined bedroom in Beverly Hills, while Andy Newmark auditioned to be the drummer in Sly & The Family Stone. Yeah… it was pretty funny when Andy played Sly’s practice pads, and Sly stood up and started dancing on his waterbed. He came this close to puncturing it and flooding the room and everything below it downstairs. A photo of the look on our faces would have been hilarious. Then I remembered my first outdoor concert at the Schaefer Festival in Central Park with Carly Simon - not so much the concert itself but my conversations backstage with George Harrison, Mike Love and Art Garfunkel. Would anyone be interested in the story about going to a party with Carly Simon at the Playboy Mansion in London? On acid? That was as crazy as you might expect. Also hilarious at times. It could be an interesting read.

	It took almost a year, a long look back through diaries, journals, and calendars, as well as Wikipedia to make sure I had dates and locations correct. At some point, it all came together, and the flow started. I was thoroughly enjoying myself, sometimes laughing so loud I scared the cats out of the room. Whatever the catharsis was, a whole lifetime of memories about my time with these amazing artists came out and started filling up page after page.

	The final result is a book of short, often funny recollections, geared to entertain, while showing insight into the minds of the amazing musicians and singers who shared the stage and studio with me. I designed it so the reader can skip around all they like. Each of the stories for the most part stands on its own. Some will make more sense if you read them in order, but it’s not mandatory. Each section is named after a song that either directly relates to the artist I’ll be talking about or signals the gist of what I’m about to reveal, without necessarily being sung by the star in question.

	With that, I offer you a seat next to me in the studio, on the tour bus, on the plane and in my mind as I wind through the never-before-heard stories of the lives and interactions I’ve had with heroes and heroines of rock & roll. I will illustrate the confusion and contradictions, the love and the hate, the amazing music, and the unusual and vastly insightful minds of those who created the songs that marked our youth and still make us happy when we hear them. Let’s start with a tale about four testosterone-laced teenagers and a motel…



	
Chapter One – Beginnings

	 

	I Fought the Law and the Law Won

	 

	 

	It was spring1967, and we were the champions! No longer a hometown, sock hop, cover band - things were looking up. “Younger Girl” was by every description a hit. We had made it into the national top ten, and to number two on NY radio. The band was now enjoying an extended run of packed venues and cheering fans. We always did well in the Northeast and often played in upstate NY. Glens Falls, a popular year-round resort area, a hot spot for music, and at the time, a small, local community with a conservative leaning, would host us for the gig I will now describe. Kenny Gorka, Chris Darway, Jack Decker, our manager Jerry Davis and me, Jimmy Ryan, were on the road. Collectively, we were the rock band known as The Critters. 

	On a cloudy Friday morning, we left Westfield, New Jersey in our vintage Pontiac airport stretch limo, motored up the scenic NY State Throughway and arrived in Glens Falls mid afternoon. We were early for the load-in and needed a few odds and ends, so we checked into our motel, then headed into town to get what we needed. The local mom & pop general store suited our needs, so we let ourselves in, looked around, and found everything on our lists - bottle opener, a jeweler’s screwdriver to tighten my glasses, potato chips and soda. Band manager and resident adult, Jerry Davis, browsed the aisles, spotting a small but well-stocked guns and ammo section. He thought about his home in Hillside, NJ, where lurked an annoying blue jay in his backyard. This little feathered nuisance kept buzz-bombing his wife’s equally annoying, nasty, yapping, shaved-like-a-pimp-dog poodle and scaring the piss out of her. At first, he considered blowing the bird away with lethal firepower. But in a rare, Sierra Club moment of compassion, he decided to go easy on the errant little jay and limited his assault purchase to a BB rifle. Soon the little bugger would feel the agonizing sting of a speeding copper bead in his butt and leave the damn poodle alone. We didn’t notice Jerry throwing the BB gun in the back and wouldn’t have cared if we did. We left the store and proceeded to the hall to set up for the show. 

	Our evening performance was a killer, and the crowd cheered us like heroes. We did two encores, took our bows, waved goodbye to our fans and headed back to the motel. I was exhausted, so I hopped into bed and switched on the TV to catch a bit of Johnny Carson, while Chris, my roommate for the night, unpacked. Then came the sound of a fist on the door. “BLAM, BLAM, BLAM.” Chris and I looked at each other, WTF?? Chris got up, walked to the door, started to open it but got knocked out of the way by our Jerry, the commando bonehead, BB gun wielding manager who fired several shots in my direction. The first rounds splintered a glass ashtray, also breaking the glass on the two ugly pictures over our beds. The second and final insult round pierced the can of Orange Crush on my nightstand. The perforated can peed orange liquid all over the broken glass, the nightstand, my watch, my guitar picks and change and found its way to the motel carpeting. Cute. He and my other band mates then took turns levying the same assaults on each other’s rooms. It wasn’t quite up to The Who or Van Halen doing their well known, “level the motel” routine, but they were pleased with their rampage-lite stupidity, and I was so tired I didn’t give a shit. Whatever. I switched off the TV and fell asleep. 

	The next morning, we decided to just throw twenty-dollar bills on the dressers and leave the mess for the maids. It was breakfast time; we were famished, and being seasoned road rats, we were ready to brave the local diner. Kenny, our resident groupie magnet, had picked up two cute-but-barely-fifteen-year-old girls the night before, and was smart enough to not bring them to the motel. He was, however, not smart enough to exclude them from brunch. We picked up the two, way too sexy for their age, illegals on a corner not far from the diner. Rolling into the diner parking lot, we stepped out of the limo in slo-mo, hair to the wind like Fabio with our little groupies and made our grand entrance like the superstars we always wanted to be. Upon my request, a waitress and bus girl slid two tables together, set out napkins, salt and pepper, ketchup, diner grade coffee mugs and aluminum ware for all, and we took our seats. We ordered a typical road rat breakfast - eggs, bacon, pancakes, coffee, more coffee, wolfed it all down, and after forty-five minutes of non-stop, high pitched, limited vocabulary, run-on sentences from our two perky little barely teens, we were done. I paid the tab, and we swaggered out all cool, climbed into our limo, drove a half-mile or so, dropped the groupies off where we had picked them up about a block from their houses so they wouldn’t catch hell from their parents and made our way back towards the Throughway. We were happy, full and heading home. 

	After a few blocks we heard Chris, who was driving, quietly say, “Shit.” I knew that tone and it took little to realize that the swirling beacons and police wailer, loud enough to be heard through the airtight limo windows and coming from behind us, belonged to a state trooper to whom we were of interest. We pull over, he opens his door, gets out and slowly struts up like Clint Eastwood with a pole up his ass, looks the limo over, head to tail, peers inside - front seat, back seat, and in his toughest, subdued yet confident macho voice, treats Chris to an unemotional “License and Registration” with no “please.” Chris complies. Magnum Force looks it over, stuffs it in his pocket and with a mildly disinterested tone tells Chris to follow him in his squad car. Then a second police car arrives... then a third. You could say we were now giving this scenario our undivided attention as we threw a few hypotheses around while soiling ourselves. Did they see the two statutories get out of the limo and decide we had sampled them in glorious rock ’n’ roll fashion? Was this about to get deadly serious? Our garish white Pontiac airport limo was now surrounded by four patrol cruisers, rolling through the quiet town of Glens Falls and headed for God knows where. Too bad there was no TV video crew to document our ridiculous motorcade.

	In about five minutes, we found ourselves in the parking lot of the State Police campus, complete with a courthouse and the Warren County State Prison. Blood pressure/heart rate elevated. The arresting trouper ordered us out of the limo and had us lean against it, hands and legs spread, reality TV fashion, while the other troupers looked on. That’s when central casting kicked in. As if he were in a cheesy, direct-to-VHS B-Movie, up struts a fifty-something, crew cut, chiseled chin, steel browed, cheap suited, butt-ugly grimacing detective who, without introducing himself, spews out every curse word in the English language. “What the fuck do we have here?” “Is this the kind of sissies Jersey sends us these days?” “Whadaya faggots sit down to piss?” “Fucking disgraceful.” “Get them out of my sight before I puke.” Was it our long hair? It was still the mid-sixties after all, and let’s face it - Glens Falls was not London. We had foolishly forgotten to wear our crew cut wigs. 

	The disgusted detective turned, mumbling more profanities, and headed back to wherever he came from, and four cops escorted us into the station to address our as yet unknown crimes. We were then taken to separate rooms, each with our own personal intimidator. Always the joker and always trying to lighten things up, I said to the officer, who looked like my dad: “Gee sir, can’t we just replace the burned-out taillight, pay the ticket and be on our faggy way?” 

	I got a somewhat cynical smile out of him, but he countered with, “You think this is funny? You’re a comedian? You kids are in a big heap of trouble.”

	I replied, “What did we do? What are the charges? We weren’t speeding and our turn signals work fine as far as I know.” 

	He sneered, “Malicious mischief, son. You really pissed off the motel owner with your little shooting spree, and he’s pressing charges. You can get three to five for that up here.” 

	I quietly freaked to myself, “Jesus F$%#ing Christ, he did not just say three to five years!!” Now I’m not smiling, I’m not joking, and I’m not happy. I pleaded, “Oh, come on, we’ll replace the stupid ninety-nine cent crap paintings, clean the rug and buy twenty new ash trays for the idiot motel owner. Let’s not get crazy here!” 

	Now he’s laughing but doesn’t explain why. After reading me my rights, he simply says, “Follow me, son.” He leads me to a wall-mounted phone for my one call. I call our band lawyer, Phil Kurnit. He’s upset, but says he’ll get right on it. I would have preferred a plan, but that was it - CLICK. Interrogator dude now leads me to the fingerprinting station - cold, black grease on my slowly rolling fingertips, well secured in the vice grip of fingerprinting dude, immortalizing my unique identifiers in ten little blocks on the print page. I am then escorted into the next room where I get my close-up taken by the Warren County jail photographer, front, profile, next. Another room with a very tall counter about as high as my chin, attended by Jabba The Hut. I am instructed to empty my pockets, rings, belt and watch into a big brown envelope and sign across the seal. I comply. He takes it from me with a grunt, and my escort and I begin my utterly miserable “dead man walking” passage to the clink. We are about to do hard time for intent to kill a blue jay and the collateral damage of a few broken ashtrays and a soiled carpet.

	We arrive in an unnumbered cellblock with bars, walls, floor and ceiling all painted the same - government grade, lizard shit green. My cell consists of a sink and an ice-cold, piss covered toilet without a seat, complete with an assortment of pubic hairs. The “bunk” comes with one war surplus, rat-ass, dried snot wool blanket over a bare, grey and white striped, body-fluid-stained mattress. In complete horror, I drag myself into my new, sweet Jesus please, very temporary accommodations, sit down on the steel wall hung bed and am struck by the smell of fetid body odor. It was wafting up from the disgusting blanket, a chilling reminder of previous unwashed tenants, no doubt murderers, rapists, child molesters and worse. This was no white collar, Paris Hilton halfway house. This was the place that blues songs were written about, and we were trapped here with a cast of characters sporting the scariest resumes I would ever hear. 

	We spent the first night by ourselves in our individual cells; we had not seen nor spoken to each other in about eighteen hours. I slept well (in my clothes) despite my fears, worries and the ever-present BO wafting up from my blanket, but did not wake up to the sound of singing robins. Prisons have their own unique alarm clocks. The wake-up call is a sequential banging of metal and gears, “CLANG, vrreeee, CLANG, vrreeee, CLANG, vrreeee,” the sound of the automatic, three-inch diameter steel lockdown bolts crashing open. I thought someone was slamming my cell bars with an aluminum baseball bat. Talk about a violent, wake up and feel like shit moment. 

	Once everybody was up, we were ordered to strip, handed towels, a tiny bar of soap and a welded shut scrape razor with no shaving cream, and marched with a group of other naked men into the community showers. Astonishingly, everyone was cheerful and joking, basically making light of an otherwise horrible and humiliating situation. The constant comment from anyone we spoke to was, “You’ll get used to it.” We showered, dried off, marched semi-naked back to our cells and got dressed. Unfortunately for us, the Warren County State Prison had our suitcases, so we had two options - spend the day naked, or get back into our dirty clothes - no clean underwear, nice crispy sox. 

	Breakfast time. We were marched down to the dining hall, seated in comfortable leather chairs to well-appointed tables with fine silverware, linen napkins and beautiful antique china, then served eggs Benedict, French toast, fresh squeezed orange juice, imported gourmet coffee, choice of umpteen cereals, fresh croissants... NOT!! Steel chairs, steel tables and steel guards everywhere. Plastic trays and utensils were handed to us to enjoy a buffet of corned pig intestine hash, lizard eggs seasoned with rat turds, meadow muffins and some lukewarm mystery liquid that might have been coffee in the Jurassic period, but now had aged into the kind of swill that resembled what oil rigs dump into the Gulf when they explode. Encouragement from our cellmates abounded: “You’ll get used to it.” 

	With our delicious and nutritious first meal in Chez Clink out of the way, we had lots of leisure time to reflect on personal matters like suicide, insanity, starvation, goiter, rickets and maybe getting a fucking lawyer, STAT. I put in the first request for Phil Kurnit and was immediately advised that if I brought in one of those “highfalutin’ NY lawyers” the judge would likely hit us with the maximum sentence. The solution was a local, alcoholic ambulance chaser who regularly played golf with the judge and who rumor had it was generous in sharing fees with the bench when charges and sentences went his way. We reluctantly agreed, and they escorted us into the windowless interrogation room. A few minutes later, our vodka marinated public defender staggered in and plopped down on one of the comfy steel chairs. Despite the alcohol on his breath, he seemed very confident and knew what he was doing. He coached us to say in court exactly what he instructed, word for word, to neither embellish nor omit any testimony, and promised things would “work out” if we did. I said, “But Jesus, all this for a couple of ashtrays and a few excremental works of ‘art’ that couldn’t even pass for trashcan liners?” After a moment or two of silence and with a quizzical expression he said, “What did you just say?” I repeated my question. He said, “Uh, what about the smashed TV, ripped out sink and cracked toilet?” We all looked at each other in horror, W... T... A... F???

	We can only guess at this point what had followed our relatively minor acts of BB gun terrorism. Apparently, there had been a bit of vandalism at the motel from rock groups in the past. The owner hated bands, kids, music and fun, and since it was the beginning of the season, decided to make an example of us. After we checked out and the maids reported the broken glass, he allegedly entered one of the rooms, saw the minor damage and decided to embellish a little. Someone, not us, smashed a TV and ripped a sink right out of the wall. He then called the state police, claiming we had nearly blown up the motel. And of course, the rest is history. Through no doing on our part, we had officially joined the ranks of Keith Moon, Pete Townshend, Roger Daltrey, and all those bands that made a practice of redecorating hotel rooms in Unabomber chic.

	The days did not pass quickly in our stinky little holiday home from hell. After a week of “You’ll get used to it” from gentlemen who in their former lives had hobbies like yanking out their girlfriends’ eyeballs, our day in court had finally arrived. A guard delivered our suitcases to our cells and instructed us to change into not as dirty underwear and our crumpled corduroy band suits. Today, we would stand before the local magistrate and be told our fate. What a sight for sore eyes. We looked and smelled like we had been sleeping in a dumpster for two weeks. 

	The trial was brief. We spoke our well-rehearsed lines to the judge, and it went exactly as Vodka Vic said it would. He suspended our three-year sentence with a year’s probation, no hard time, records expunged after a year of good behavior, a not too stiff fine, a restitution bill to be paid to the shithead motel jerk and a legal fee of, you guessed it - exactly the amount we earned on the previous week’s gig. The last item on the penal to-do list was the press. The judge instructed us to make a public apology on national TV, and the guys elected me to deliver it by a unanimous vote of, “I’m not fucking doing that!” After giving it some thought, here’s what I said: 

	“My name is Jimmy Ryan. My band, The Critters, had the pleasure of performing in this wonderful town of Glens Falls a week ago. During our stay, and in the spirit of good fun, we went a little overboard, and some damage was done to the property of one of the fine citizens of Glens Falls. The motel management was fair in not making it too tough on us once we admitted to creating some of the damage cited in their complaint. For our part in this unfortunate event, we are REALLY sorry. As guests of the State of NY this week, we were comfortable and treated well, despite some laundry issues. The motel management also wants potential visitors of Glens Falls to know that as peace-loving, small-town folk, they will not be disrespected by scoundrels like The Critters, and will seek swift justice if anything like the events of the past week takes place in the future. Keith Moon, you have been warned. 

	“Younger Girl” had started slipping off the charts a few weeks prior to our little adventure in hell, but when the news hit the airwaves, we rocketed right back into the top ten. Who says soft rock bands can’t break ashtrays? 

	A couple of years ago, I took my kids skiing at Whiteface Mountain, Lake Placid. As we were driving up the NY State Throughway, I saw the sign for the exit to Glens Falls and said to myself, wouldn’t it be fun to take a quick trip down memory lane, drive by the mom-and-pop general store, the diner, Bates motel...? Then I had another thought. What would I do if I got pulled over?

	 


Piano Man

	 

	 

	So, how did I end up in a band like The Critters? Influences. Mom, Dad, and my two sisters were hobby musicians. All sang, all played piano, some played and sang better than others - some form of music was almost always playing around my house. The bulk of it was annoying, so as a child, I didn’t show much interest. My parents loved to listen to hokey music from artists like Bent Fabric (Alley Cat) and Lawrence Welk. Since my room was upstairs, far away from the kitchen where they kept a radio, I just ignored it. The birth of my interest in music as something other than old people noise came in 1950 when I was four. One summer morning, I was hanging out in the living room, playing with an assortment of toys, and a catchy song came on my mom’s kitchen radio. I think it might have been “Goodnight Irene” or “The Tennessee Waltz”, both far better than Mr. Welk and his musical therapy for insomnia, so my ears perked up. I bumbled my way over the letter blocks, dog-eared Dick And Jane books and Howdy Doody puppet and made my way to the family’s upright piano. I liked this loud piece of musical furniture, but until this point, never had the urge to interact with it. As I recall, it was a 1932, moldy smelling upright Knabe, and the yellowed and cracked ivory keys were just about level with my nose. With tiny fingers, about half the width of the white keys, I reached up and started tapping out the melody I had been hearing from the kitchen. How did I know which keys to press? I don’t recall ever touching the piano before that, but after a try or two, I got the melody right, and Mom noticed.  She was upbeat and complimentary, which lit a lightbulb in my little attention-obsessed head. I didn’t visualize a fabulous career as the next Rachmaninov, but something significant had just happened and it inspired me. Mom just went back to scrubbing out stubborn water spots on the previous night’s cocktail tumblers. It was the Cold War years, so she was likely obsessing about the possibility of Russians dropping the Bomb on our Livonia, MI house. But in all her worried imaginings, she came up for air long enough to notice what just happened. She and I both discovered I had some musical ability. For the moment, it went no further.

	 


Video Killed the Radio Star

	 

	 

	It’s now 1955, and I’m nine. My parents bought a TV, and if I was home, its tubes never got cold. It was a black and white Sylvania, and state-of-the-art. By 1953, the TV networks started broadcasting some shows in color, but like any new technology, it took a few years for the breakthrough to grab the consumer wallet and the price to come down. My parents weren’t ready to take the expensive plunge to color, so it was black and white for now. 

	I was an early TV addict, firing it up when I got home from school and keeping it cranking out shows until bedtime, with a few breaks for dinner and homework. I had my list of favorite shows - Disneyland, I Love Lucy, Gunsmoke, and dramas like Dragnet. My sister Marilyn and I watched The Mickey Mouse Club every day after school, but the big ones for me were American Bandstand and The Ed Sullivan Show. If anyone got me hooked on music, it would be Dick Clark. He personified cool and had the best artists on his show. There was Jerry Lee Lewis - brilliant songwriter, talented piano player, and amazing performer. Fats Domino, fun, funny, fat and another classic songwriter, but unlike Jerry Lee, he didn’t do much beyond sitting, playing, singing and smiling. Bill Haley and the Comets, with their “Rock Around the Clock”? Awesome! Bobby Darin, Connie Francis, and many more did their thing while the Bandstand kids danced the Stroll, the Madison, the Jive and the Jitterbug, and I was mesmerized. I heard songs like “Come and Go With Me” by the Dell Vikings, “Long Tall Sally” by Little Richard, “Why Do Fools Fall In Love” by Frankie Lymon, and there was Chuck Berry. He played a beautiful, blond Gibson ES-350 guitar and did his classic “Duck Walk” while singing his timeless rockers. The single artist that inspired me to start guitar, though, was Elvis. Seeing him for the first time on Ed Sullivan on September 9th, 1956 was a life changer. I could not believe how exciting and soul shaking his music, his voice, his persona, and his band were, and I couldn’t get enough of his amazing guitarist, Scotty Moore. Scotty’s solo on “Hound Dog” had my jaw on the floor. I just loved his speed and the intricacy of his solos. But The King? I wanted to be him, period, or at least do what he was doing. I had to get a guitar, and I had to learn to play. The old Knabe upright was not for me. Piano was for my sisters and parents. I wanted a guitar, and I wanted it now!

	Mom and Dad were excited about my budding ambition and wanted to help. On a grey, wintery Saturday afternoon in February 1956, they took me down to the local music store. Through the window, I saw a beautiful, light green Gretsch hollow body electric guitar hanging high on the wall. I was drooling, but Dad made it clear that I had to earn a guitar like that. No problem. I was damn well determined and ready to go. We went in, looked around, negotiated with a salesman and closed the deal. They rented a cheap acoustic guitar for me, booked a few lessons, and I set to work… doing horrible, boring and useless three-notes-on-one-string exercises, graduating to silly “A B C D E F G” and “Twinkle Twinkle Little Star” songs. This was not Elvis! This was CRAP, and though I begrudgingly agreed to continue, I spent most of my practice time trying to figure out rock ’n’ roll chords and ignoring my lessons. My parents were well aware of my frustration with the B-grade music store teacher, so they enrolled me in the prestigious Jack Moore Guitar School across town. It was a good fit, and I started making progress.

	I enjoyed my lessons and being part of the Saturday morning band. The music was challenging and often interesting, but the rebel in me would not rest. I went through several of Jack’s teachers and never settled on what I would call a winner. The problem was I didn’t see the need nor value of reading music, so I devised a sneaky little cheat. I would ask my teachers to play me the song du jour, so I could get the “feel” of it. I was born with a musical gene, and my ability to hear, memorize and play back whatever I heard was genetic - I didn’t learn it; it was imbedded in my DNA. So, as requested, my teacher would play the song on the sheet music, then I would stare at the music stand and dish back what I heard them play. I got away with it most of the time, but Jack’s wife, Virginia, who also taught, was as sharp as an FBI operative. She had a hunch about what I was doing. Agent Virginia set a trap. She played the song we were about to tackle… wrong. With a sly smile, executing the song as I had asked, she inserted some random alternate notes mixed in with what was on the sheet music. On the return volley I repeated her mistakes verbatim instead of playing what was on the page. She then revealed her ruse. Busted and red faced, I stared at the floor, as she read me my guitar school Mirandas. “You will learn to read music, or don’t let the door smack you in the ass on the way out.” If I were to continue, I’d have to commit to practicing the page. I acquiesced like a good little curmudgeon, but much to my surprise, it didn’t end up being a terrible burden. In learning to read, I could access many more titles that I wouldn’t have discovered any other way. I was growing as a real musician, instead of posing like one with my former three chord vocabulary. No question, the reading skill was valuable, but I never enjoyed it. My reading didn’t improve until my adult years, but I got through the lessons. 

	Though I wasn’t his best student, Jack Moore believed in me. He knew I had no ambition to be a musical academic. I would never be part of an orchestra like Lawrence Welk’s, so now and then, he’d give me an opportunity to play what I wanted. Once a year, he would put together a show where the entire guitar school, some eighteen guitarists, would set up like an orchestra. In this case, he rented The Gross School auditorium (seriously) on June 21, 1958 and put on a student concert. We had an odd and unusual sound - ragged clusters of strumming acoustic guitars from amateur to advanced students, with melody and harmony played by various electric guitars and ten-string electric lap steels. Listening to the steels take the lead, I often felt we had a kind of “drunk in Hawaii” sound. In its own weird way, it was unique and often enjoyable. We would perform songs like “Steel Guitar Rag”, which showed off the more accomplished steel players, and ballads like Connie Francis’s “My Happiness”. As part of these concerts, Mr. Moore would let me showcase a song of my choice. For the summer 1958 concert, I got together with my friend, Billy Rankin, another kindred spirit and guitar school student, and worked out a two-man version of “Guitar Boogie Shuffle”. I played lead, he played rhythm. We were just barely good enough to pull it off, but despite nerves and jitters, we got up in front of the audience, took a couple of deep breaths, counted it in, and three minutes and four shaking hands later, we nailed it. With all the middle-of-the-road music in the concert, no one expected a foot stomping rocker. I shredded the flashy ending riff, we both exhaled, and the audience erupted in cheers and sustained applause! The crowd was only parents, friends and relatives, but it was a thrill like no other. This was big, and I was getting more and more hooked. Sixty-three years later, I still remember it like a first kiss.

	Getting back to my idols, another name arises - Buddy Holly. He was amazing and became even more important to me than Elvis. I had to take a few points away from The King, because he wore the guitar more than he played it. Using it as a prop, he just hung it around his neck while gyrating. Scotty Moore, his lead and rhythm guitarist, did the heavy lifting. But Buddy Holly actually played his Fender Stratocaster with a rock-solid sense of timing, rhythm and that wonderful twang. He wrote his own songs, and that inspired me. His chord progressions were fresh, his solos were perfect, not too flashy, just right for the songs. His singing style was imitated by many future artists who sold far more records than he did. His voice was like no other. John Lennon and Paul McCartney were of the same opinion - they listed him as one of their most prominent influences.

	I first heard Buddy Holly’s recording of “That’ll Be The Day” coming out of a car radio as I came out of church, after my brother Dick’s wedding. A friend of Dick’s had it blasting from his red MG TD convertible, parked in front of St. Cletus. Dick and his bride, Ruth, had just married there, and I was one of the altar boys. To my ears, the song was a groundbreaker. I ran up to the car and asked Mr. MG who it was, but he didn’t know. Standing by his car mesmerized, I listened till the last chord, when the DJ blurted out “That was Buddy Holly and the Crickets with their new hit, ‘That’ll Be The Day’.”  Throughout the weekend, I kept waiting for it to play on the radio again, but no luck. On Monday after school, with the song still in my head, I took my allowance down to the local record store and bought the 45 RPM single. Rushing home on my bike, I threw it on the old Silvertone phonograph and played it over and over. By the time I finished, I had almost worn it out. But… I now had the song memorized, so attempting to play it on my guitar was next. My first shot at the opening riff sounded like a chimpanzee playing with his elbows, but after a few days of practice, I nailed it. Then I noticed that Buddy’s strings weren’t ringing out when he played rhythm. The sound was tight, chunky, and throbbing. How was he doing that? At the guitar school, we just strummed open chords. We had little finesse, letting our strings just ring through the chord changes like amateur folkies at a coffee shop. This was a different, more sophisticated technique. His guitar sounded like it was pumping and muted, but when I played the same chords on my guitar, it just sounded slushy. What was I missing? On October 28, 1958, American Bandstand provided the answer. Dick Clark flashed his classic smile into the ABC cameras and announced, “From Lubbock, Texas, here are Buddy Holly and the Crickets, performing ‘It’s So Easy’ and ‘Heartbeat’.” As the band played through the songs, Buddy’s strumming arm hardly moved. The heel of his hand was resting on the bridge, pivoting, not strumming… That was it! Use your palm to mute the strings. I grabbed my guitar, gave it a try, and it worked! Once I saw how he did it, the application was a cinch, and now I had a whole new style in my repertoire.

	This was a fantastic discovery for me, but I was not alone - so many guitarists, from The Beatles to Eric Clapton to Steve Vai, made use of this style. It’s a staple in most guitar-oriented pop and especially heavy metal music. Rick Ocasek’s eighth-note muted rhythm was a Cars signature, and he can thank Buddy Holly for the inspiration. What would a Metallica or Ozzie Osbourne record be without it? Buddy may not have invented this technique, but he was the first to popularize it on multimillion selling records!

	



	




	The Shadow of My Mom

	 

	 

	Because my dad was a sales engineer, and because his employer, The Diehl Company, liked to move people around, we changed states almost every four years. Here’s what my childhood residence record looked like: 1946-1950, Plainfield, NJ. 1950-1955 Livonia, MI. 1955-1960, LaGrange, IL. 1960-1963, Port Washington, NY. 1963-1968, Westfield, NJ. (with a second residence in the dorms at Villanova) 1968-1973, New York City. After that my moves were my doing, not my parents’, but they were almost as frequent, starting with London, England in 1973. As you can imagine, with all that moving, I had some challenging social issues. No sooner would I make friends and establish relationships, than Dad would announce the next move, and it would be “Pack up, we’re out of here.” Fate wasn’t always unkind, though. Each time we moved, things got a little better for me, but the initial phase of each new town left the entire family feeling lonely. My parents established no lasting friendships, so dinners with their friends or neighbors were rare. This involuntary pulling away from close friends and being thrown into new schools and cafeterias full of strangers was making me miserable. I never knew where it was ok to park my tray and eat lunch, and the result of making a mistake was rejection and humiliation. I was shy, and incapable of just walking up to people and introducing myself, so I always found a table of unpopular, nerdy kids, happy that I would join them. There were pretty girls everywhere, but I was invisible to them. I needed a solution, because this shit was getting old, fast, and despite my fears, I wasn’t about to spend the rest of my life as human wallpaper.

	By the time we moved to Port Washington, I could play like a pro, at least by the standards of pop music in 1961. Practicing day and night, I knew my way around the fretboard, not like Joe Satriani, but at least in a surfing Ventures kind of way. I had no friends yet, so sitting in my room and playing along with records occupied the bulk of my time. I was also bullied a little. Greasers were the scary, ever present alternate life forms in those days. Gangs were forming, and we lived next to Manorhaven, where the tough and surly Italian kids lived. I often feared seeing the glimmer of a switch blade while walking home from school, and “Little Professor” was a taunt I heard more than once from one or more of the school thugs. I was skinny and wore thick glasses that made my eyes bulge, I sucked at sports, and I did not exude confidence. But then… my guitar gently whispered, “I can help you with that.”  

	A few weeks into ninth grade, Mom showed up after school and marched me down to the principal, Mr. Allen’s office. In a humiliating gesture to flaunt my talent, we must have appeared to him like an organ grinder and monkey. After a discussion between them, with me squirming in my chair, they booked me on a “Beehive,” which is a social mixer, not a concert venue. I felt that familiar sense of fear and intimidation rising. She said my band would be happy to perform for the kids. What??? I’m not kidding. I had no band, I didn’t know any musicians, and she was booking this non-existent entity for a gig three weeks out. Let’s see - create a band, come up with a half-hour set, rehearse it to perfection and do it all in three weeks while juggling schoolwork. I could have killed her. 

	Marvin Lubinsky was a kid who lived seven houses down on my block. He was my first Port Washington friend, was popular and knew a lot of kids. Introducing me to Bruce Leslie, who owned a set of drums, and Doug MacLeod, who owned a cheap Harmony guitar, Marv was rapidly becoming my best friend. Now… I did not say Doug played a guitar, and I did not say Bruce played drums, but they did the best they could. I spent a lot of time with the radio in my room/isolation ward, and with the gift of being able to play by ear, I knew most of the pop tunes of the day. I set out to teach the guys as much as I could in our limited amount of time, but I knew it would be up to me to carry the show. As much as I’d love to say I was the Buddy Holly in the band… I wasn’t - I had not yet learned to sing. No one in the band sang, so it would be a risky instrumental set. Dance bands without singers can be fine if you’re talking about Duke Ellington, but we were far from that. You can’t play “Walk, Don’t Run” and “Sleepwalk” all night without clearing the dance floor, and yet… that’s what we were about to do.

	Somehow, after many hours of after-school rehearsal, individual instruction, and teenage enthusiasm, we pulled it together and knocked out a ragged twenty, not thirty-minute set. When the fateful evening arrived, and it was time to plug and play, I was in the state of white-knuckled terror. The guys were cool and popular - that helped the optics, but no one would mistake them for The Ventures, and they were as nervous as I was. Mostly it was me, playing like I had four hands, Doug strumming away at something, I’m not sure what, and Bruce bashing away, not great, but not terrible either. Doug’s dad bought him a Fender Bassman amp for the occasion, which helped. It was a loud, great sounding box with four ten-inch speakers and 45 watts of slam-the-back-row power. He shared it with me, and I glommed the loud channel. To my amazement, the kids loved us. We thought we sucked, but the crowning moment was on the following Monday. I was hanging out on the playground with Marvin and Bruce, and one of the scariest, mangiest, six-foot, chain-and-switch-blade gorillas in the school approached us. I was bracing myself for a bullying, but to everyone’s surprise, he smiled and said, “Hey man, that thing you did Friday night? That was pretty cool. I thought you were just some little faggot, but you’re ok. Keep it coming.” Then he reached out to shake my hand. This playing guitar thing was changing my life. 

	Not to be unkind to my early musician friends, I would like to point out, as a footnote, that Doug MacLeod went on to be a world-renowned blues artist, and Bruce Leslie, a chancellor of several universities. They did just fine, despite some early growing pains in the music world.



	




	Brooklyn Dodgers

	 

	 

	We’re up to the spring of 1960. I was a ninth grader at John Philip Sousa junior high, a fabulous Fliptone (the name we gave our little band), and first chair alto sax in the school orchestra. We were preparing for a concert featuring Ravel’s Bolero. Yes, I said alto sax in an orchestra featuring Ravel. Saxophones in orchestras are like bullhorns in a confessional - loud, crass and unwelcome. But not in this orchestra. We were a marching band on chairs - all wind instruments and percussion. Saxes in this case were de rigueur. Also, the tubas and trumpets were the loudmouths, not the woodwinds. I was among kindred musical louts, making those awful, out of tune sounds junior high marching bands make when they try to play classical music. I’m kidding. Actually, we weren’t all that bad. Many of us were practice junkies, so we carried our weight with honor and good intonation. I enjoyed sax, but I never got good enough to play in a rock band, certainly not like King Curtis or Bobby Keys of The Rolling Stones. Unfortunately, with school, I didn’t have time to practice and perfect two instruments. After Bolero, I dropped the sax and devoted my full attention to the guitar.

	Then the fun started. With the help of our rhythm guitarist Pete’s dad, a music business attorney, we landed an audition to be part of the biggest show of the year. It was the Brooklyn Paramount Easter Parade of Stars. These shows would run from 10am to 11pm, for ten straight days, over Easter vacation. In previous years, the show had broken all ticket sales records, selling out most of their shows. This was the chance of our short lifetimes and we were stoked.  

	On that fateful Saturday in April, we packed our guitars, drums and amps into two cars, and our dads drove us into Brooklyn. The Paramount was in an iffy neighborhood at the intersection of Flatbush and DeKalb Avenues in downtown Brooklyn, but we couldn’t care less. Murray the K and Clay Cole, the show’s hosts and big-time celebrities in their own right, were about to discover us! To share the stage with so many superstars like Little Anthony and the Imperials, Ben E. King, Bobby Rydell, Johnny Mathis and Bobby Vee, was unimaginable a week ago. I’d also like to point out here that Bruce, Doug and Pete had been practicing, and they were getting really good at their instruments.

	The producers scheduled our audition for 1:20pm, and they were running on time. We heard our name over the PA, “Next band, The Fliptones! Please set up and be ready to play in ten minutes!” We dragged our gear from the wings of the stage out to the center where the previous band was clearing off, set up, plugged in and let it rip. As I looked out into the empty seats in this vast theater, I felt this was a turning point in my life. Soon, screaming fans would fill these rows, and we would be among the stars for whom they were cheering. With this fantasy blazing in my mind, I played my little butt off. No fears, no mistakes, confident and cocky. My band mates were in a similar frame of mind, and we crushed it. Though there were only a handful of people holding the audition, they clapped and said, impressive set, guys, thank you! We packed up our gear, reloaded the cars, and our dads took us out for pizza to celebrate a job well done.  

	The next day the call came. My mom answered the phone, at first confused by who was calling, and then I saw her frown. I didn’t realize it was one of the show staff calling, and I asked her, “Who was that?”  

	She hesitated, then said it was Murray the K’s secretary.  

	My heart stopped. “AND....?”   

	“You passed the audition and you’re invited to join the show.” 

	I let out a whoop, leaping and dancing around the room. I didn’t know how we’d fit into the show and didn’t care. But Mom remained expressionless and did not join in the dance.

	When Dad came home from work, she gave him the news in private, then called the other parents. I was up in my room, happy, clueless and practicing for my Brooklyn Paramount debut. 

	Dad shouted, “Jimmy, can you please come downstairs, we’d like to talk to you.” 

	Those words never led to anything good. Mom and Dad were sitting together on the sofa, so I straddled a chair across from them. 

	“What’s up?”

	They glanced at each other with sad eyes, and Mom said to Dad, “Go on, tell him, dear.” He looked at me, paused, then dropped the bomb. 

	“We’re turning down the offer, Jimmy. We’re so proud that you passed the audition, but all the parents agreed - you’re too young. Maybe you can try again when you’re a bit older.” 

	I was devastated by their ill-conceived, dictatorial decision and made my feelings clear. How could they tear up our heaven-sent invitation to the big time? Were they crazy? I argued and argued, but my protests fell on deaf ears. The Brooklyn Paramount would go on without The Fliptones.

	To this day I’ll never understand why, with parental supervision, we couldn’t have just played the damn ten days and been done with it. We’d miss school, but so what? I’m sure our teachers and guidance counselors would have applauded our accomplishment and considered it a valuable life experience. We’d be like exchange students, studying the foreign culture of Brooklyn and the world of live entertainment. This onetime event for ten days out of our lives, a chance for an incredible, life enhancing experience - gone in sixty seconds.  

	As a consolation prize, our parents agreed to take us to one of the shows. The experience was stand-on-our-chairs awesome, though bittersweet. Twenty famous artists, many of whom were in my record collection, were right there, live on stage, singing their hearts out. I had never been to a rock concert before - star-struck, cheering and dancing in the aisles like there was no world outside this theater. During those two hours of musical joy, I almost forgot, if things had turned out differently, I would have been up there with them.



	

	How I Won the West

	 

	 

	We lived in Port Washington for about three years, and somehow I knew my time there was ending. That three-to-four-year mark had always signified change, and this time was no different. Dad came home one night in October 1962 and announced Diehl had once again transferred him. This time it was across the river to New Jersey, not cross-country, but far enough to require another family relocation. We were to start packing immediately.  

	Let’s examine the insanity of this move for a moment. In Port, I was popular; I had a steady girlfriend, a successful band and good grades. I was also in a high school fraternity that threw kick-ass parties every weekend. My life was on fire in the best possible way. Mom and Dad were sympathetic, but it didn’t matter. On Monday morning, Oct 15th, 1962, I watched with a sinking heart as the movers loaded all our possessions into an Allied Van. I said goodbye to my girlfriend, Barbara Kaiser, climbed into the passenger seat of the car with Mom in the back and began my journey into yet another new life... in the middle of my junior year!  

	Our new address was 62 Westbrook Rd., Westfield, NJ. For me, it was an immediate catastrophe, but for my three older sibs, Elva, Dick and Marilyn, it made little difference. Elva left for college when I was eight and never moved back. Bermuda was her new home in paradise. Dick got married in Livonia many years ago and was now enjoying his new life in California. Marilyn was at Merrimack College in Massachusetts with new friends and her future husband, so what did she care? I might as well have been in Siberia, staring at my bedroom walls, again with no friends and joining unfamiliar classes in the middle of a semester. It was deja vu, walking around the school cafeteria looking for a place to park my tray to the repeated refrain, “Someone is sitting there.” My options were to feel sorry for myself, which I was more than happy to do, or come up with some way to improve the situation. Once again, my guitar quietly whispered, “I can help you with that.”

	As I ground through the school days, I found that if I surrendered to the situation, I could sometimes avoid crushing depression. But as long as I was mentally renegotiating the move, my life remained a misery. I wasn’t good at sports, so I had limited after-school options. There was a marching band, and I joined it, but again, I didn’t love playing sax. I loved playing guitar, and because I had time, I practiced long and hard. I would come home after school, put on the radio and just jam with whatever was on the air, usually top forty. The calluses on my fingertips were becoming like hardened old leather, and my coordination and agility were improving daily. For a time, I started listening to jazz, trying to keep up with legendary guitar players like Johnny Smith. I even bought one of his teaching methods, but that period of my life passed quickly. I was a rocker, and jazz was just too calm and intellectual for me. There were the French Romantic players like Django Reinhardt, who I could listen to all day, but traditional bebop jazz just didn’t have the fire I was looking for. Pop and rock were in my wheelhouse, and I was doing what it took to become proficient. We call it wood shedding. You take your instrument out to the shed, close the door and don’t come out till you’re playing like a pro.

	While practicing guitar like a fanatic was an excellent career move, my social life was a big zero. Eventually I would have to put the guitar down and face cold reality - I had no friends. I did, however, have one connection that I had not yet explored. On my last day in Port, Barbara gave me the phone number of her cousin, Maria, who went to Holy Trinity school in Westfield… it was time to make the call. I went downstairs, grabbed the kitchen wall phone with the eighty-foot curly cord, sat down with it in the dining room and dialed her number. I identified myself, and she said, “You’re Barbara’s boyfriend? I’d love to meet you. My school’s doing a hayride on Friday night. If you’re not busy, please come and join us!” 

	THAT was what I needed to hear. Join them, I did, and it was a blast. She introduced me to a couple of her friends, one of whom was a guitarist in a band, Paul Iovino. We became immediate buddies. We talked guitars and stars most of the ride, and I all but ignored Maria. Her popularity kept her surrounded by guys, so she didn’t even notice. Towards the end of the evening Paul told me his band, The Vibra-Tones, were playing the following night at the Knights of Columbus Hall. “Would I like to hear them?” If so, he would put me on the guest list. Of course, I said yes, but I also asked if I could bring my guitar and maybe sit in for a song. He looked at me with squinted eyes, some hesitation… then smiled and said, “Sure, why not?

	I practiced three hours the next day, so I’d be warmed up and ready. Big night, new crowd, new band - no way was I going to blow this one. And this time, I was in charge, not Mommy Dearest. Choosing your path is so much better than having it chosen for you!  

	The evening arrived, and I showed up fashionably late. The ticket lady at the front door checked me off on the guest list, and I strutted in, dressed in my cool best, guitar in its case and ready for the challenge. I saw Maria hanging out near the stage
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