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BACKSTAGE PASS

I had my first rock ’n’ roll fantasies when I was sixteen. They weren’t grandiose. I simply wanted to be in my older brother’s band. It was perhaps the world’s first openly Jewish rock band: the Ruach Revival. “Ruach” is a Hebrew word meaning “spirit.” My brother Joey was the leader of the band, the drummer, and my hero. Joey, who is six years older than me, was a natural. He couldn’t read music and never took a lesson, but he was a great drummer. The girls loved him, of course. I envied him. I took guitar lessons in hopes of joining his group. But two things made it difficult: one, I had no musical talent; and two, my brother didn’t want me in his band. My father, Mark, stepped in as a peacemaker. “David, my son,” he said, “instead of being a performer in the band, be the guy who books the band.” That’s how I began to follow my career path.

I was always a dreamer, the kid who generated ideas and then acted on them. I always knew I wanted to make it big—I never wanted to be anywhere but on top. If I saw something I liked, I went for it. I had launched half a dozen entrepreneurial schemes by the time I graduated high school. A few years after graduation, I was working as a sports agent and I had an idea to put together a baseball camp. I approached my client Lou Piniella of the New York Yankees with the idea, and he loved it. I charged $250 for the week, and Lou and I made more than $10,000 in profits. I never did finish college. I was twenty years old and had a successful business. Isn’t that why most people go to college in the first place? I wanted to learn to be a sports agent in school, but now that I had met Lou, I already had the opportunity I needed to start my dream.

When I was twenty years old, I made an appointment with Larry Fleisher, sports agent and president of the NBA Players Association. I wanted to book some of his players at the Catskill Mountain sports camps. Larry introduced me to Earl “The Pearl” Monroe, Celtics great John Havlicek, and others who did a couple camps for me. Earl became a good friend, and through him, I ended up renting an office in New York at 1775 Broadway, where his accountant worked. The first time I went to the office, I discovered that Earl’s accountant shared the space with all these amazing rock ’n’ roll managers: Shep Gordon (Blondie, Alice Cooper), Gary Kurfirst (the Ramones, Talking Heads, B-52s)—even Madonna’s manager was there. Everywhere I looked, there were gold records on the walls. I had always wanted to go into the music business, and seeing the success around me, I longed for that world even more. When reporters would call me to ask about an athlete I represented, I’d tell them my main business was the entertainment business.

After twenty years as a sports agent, I moved into the entertainment business full time. Some people said I was crazy to move away from my incredibly successful career. I had everything, they thought, and now I was about to move into uncharted territory—for what? An idea? But if you want to move from idea to reality, you have to invest in yourself and your idea and be willing to take big risks.

I started my career in the music industry in 1983, and for the next ten years, I continued to work in both industries. I began putting together music tours, including Ringo and his All-Starr Band. I was doing what I loved, having great success, and making great profits. But what really struck me, as I met and mingled with some of the world’s great entertainers, was how amazing they were when they were just having fun. It was when they got to let loose and be creative that things were the most exciting. During these years touring with stars, every day I’d get a phone call: What’s Ringo like? What’s Joe Walsh like? What’s Billy Preston like? Everybody wanted to know what it was like to hang out with these rock stars.

I had more than a front-row seat; I was practically in the band. I’ll never forget the time Clarence Clemons came to tell me that Levon Helm and Joe Walsh were backstage fighting. “Ringo’s the band leader,” I told Clarence. “Let him figure it out.” A few minutes later, Nils Lofgren came to tell me he was quitting the band. He said there was bloodshed in the dressing room and he didn’t want any part of it. That did it. I ran to the dressing room with visions of my tour—and my house—vanishing, and I found Joe and Levon circling each other, Levon with a smashed bottle in his hand and Joe holding a knife dripping with blood. I was terrified. I didn’t know what to do, so I started screaming, “Are you a bunch of babies?” They all broke into uproarious laughter. Then they told me about the prank. Joe and Levon came up with the idea for a fake fight, and everyone pitched in. Joe and Levon sent the tour manager out to buy the props—a rubber knife, fake blood, and a sugar-glass bottle.

When I finally pulled myself together, their laughter ringing in my ears, I had a realization: hey…his is like summer camp, only with rock stars. I started to think, What if I could give these experiences I had on tour with Ringo and his fellow rock stars to others? How incredible would it be to give fans a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to meet their idols, to jam with them—to live like a rock star?

I loved going on the road. It was like being in the circus. But back home my life was going to shambles. I realized living in a five-story house in Manhattan worth millions of dollars wasn’t making me happy. That’s when my life changed and I went all in with the camp. Because the only way I know how to do things is to go all in.

But I had good reason to question my decision. The first camp was a terrible financial blow. I never thought I’d do it again, until I was at the Pollstar Live! convention and Tommy Lee, Tommy Shaw, and Sammy Hagar were playing a musical version of Who Wants to Be a Millionaire. I wasn’t having a good time, and I decided to leave, but as I reached the back of the room, I heard the question: Who created Rock ’n’ Roll Fantasy Camp? And Sammy Hagar said, “David Fishof!” I passed Jon Bon Jovi sitting at the bar, and he said, “Fishof, they just mentioned your name!” I walked back into the room, feeling reborn. Right there, I decided to do another camp. Next thing I knew, Eric Sherman, general manager of VH1, called and said, “I want to talk to you about Rock ’n’ Roll Fantasy Camp. We love this idea, and we will get behind it.” Then came an episode of The Simpsons, and a parody on Saturday Night Live, and a mention in Jay Leno’s monologue on The Tonight Show. We ended up doing a series on TLC, as well as a reality TV show on VH1 Classic, produced by Mark Burnett. It just started happening.

Still, it was a bumpy ride. For years, the camp wasn’t a success like I was used to having. There were mornings when I couldn’t get up. There were mornings when I wondered, “What am I doing this for?” Then I’d open up my emails and someone would say, “Thank you so much. You changed my life.” Or I’d get an email from a rock star. Joe Perry wrote and said, “I really enjoyed the camp. It had so much heart to it. It motivated me to finish my project.” Something touched me. I had to change. I had to realize that this might not be the biggest business idea right away, but it was changing people’s lives.

It took me back to my childhood. My dad was a Holocaust survivor, and he taught me the art of giving. In Victor Frankl’s famous book, Man’s Search for Meaning, he talked about who survived the concentration camps—it was the people that gave, the people that helped others, that shared a piece of bread or a bowl of soup. I remembered my dad doing favors as the cantor in Galveston, Texas, and Brockton, Massachusetts. People would come to him with their problems, and even though he was running all over the place, he always made time








ENCORE: MY FAVORITE MEMORIES

Naturally, I have a head full of incredible memories to rival even the most avid camper. They range from the hilarious, like the time Lemmy Kilmister of Motörhead wouldn’t jam with the campers until I drank a glass of whiskey with him, to the sublime: in my house growing up, it was God and Ginger Baker, in that order, so imagine how I felt to have Ginger come to camp! I was also honored to host Jeff Beck and Tony Iommi, two of the greatest guitar players in the world. Then there was the time CBS Sports Director Bob Fishman came to camp and brought along my childhood idol, Sandy Koufax. Being orthodox myself, his brave refusal to play baseball on the Sabbath meant the world to me.


But, like so many campers, my favorite memories tend to be the ones that happened away from the glare of stardom. I remember people like April Samuels, a drummer who had breast cancer. She came to rock camp and was inspired to start an organization called Breast Cancer Can Stick It! afterward, which has raised close to $300,000 for the cause.


Another breast-cancer survivor who went on to do great things after camp is Laura Roppe. Several years ago, I noticed that the camps tended to be mostly men, and I wanted to bring in more women (as of this writing, we have just produced our first women-only camp). I reached out to Susan G. Komen for the Cure, and they recommended Laura. When she came to camp, Laura was a lawyer who played music on the side and dreamed of being a writer. After she left rock camp, she wrote a book called Rocking the Pink about her experience battling breast cancer, and she dedicated a chapter of the book to the camp. She also wrote an album during her treatment, and Billboard ranked her number three on its list of the top fifty uncharted artists in the world. Years later, I asked her about her experience. She said, “David, I left that camp and I decided I’m not going to be a lawyer anymore. I’m going to become a writer because that’s what I want to be.” Since then, Laura has written twelve books and is an international bestseller on Amazon. Rock camp gave her the freedom, the push, the courage to do it. “I decided that I’m gonna live my life as authentic as these rock stars,” she said. “That’s what I learned from your camp.”


Looking back at the way rock camp has changed so many lives, I realize the ways it has changed my life too. It has forced me to redefine my concept of success. I still worry about the bottom line. I still want to run a successful business. But I have learned that there is something bigger at stake. Helping people is my new bottom line. So, if you’ve been to rock camp, let me say thank you. And if not, I hope to see you at the next one.


Here’s to the next twenty-five years!
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