
  

  BRIAN PHELPS’S PREFACE


  This whole crazy story started with a broken window.


  In April of 1975 I was in my junior year at the University of New Haven and also taking classes at a karate school I owned above Cutler’s Records in New Haven, around the corner from a new arrival on the block––a French restaurant called Toad’s Place.


  One night an off-duty soldier on leave from his station in Germany got a little too drunk and smashed the window on the karate school’s front door. He also stole the sandwich board sign we kept at the sidewalk entrance.


  We heard the glass breaking, so we ran downstairs, saw the shards, and noticed the sign was gone. We figured whoever had broken the glass door had also stolen our sign and couldn’t be far. We started walking around the neighborhood and found the sign outside Toad’s.


  There were about five of us, and my buddies were all warmed up for a fight. We weren’t going to let the window smasher get away. We walked into Toad’s Place; I hadn’t been in that space since it was Hungry Charlie’s, a couple of years back.


  I shouted, “Does anybody know who put that sandwich board sign out front?”


  “It’s that guy over there,” one of the patrons said.


  We were getting ready to move in on the perpetrator when a big fellow with a welcoming, easygoing smile approached us. I soon learned this was Mike Spoerndle. He was one of the restaurant’s owners and he was also the bouncer. Mike didn’t have any back-up.


  “Let’s talk this out,” Mike said. He asked us to hold off as he called the cops.


  I said, “Okay, we’ll wait for the cops to come.” I asked my friends to back off.


  The cops didn’t come right away, but we had the guy corralled in the corner, by the popcorn machine. He had no way out of there. When the cops finally showed up, they arrested him. The next thing you know, he’s disappeared; he was back in Germany. It was the weirdest thing: Why would he break the window?


  But this is when my relationship with Toad’s Place and Mike Spoerndle started. He said, “Come in any time you want.” He gave me a pass to get in for free and told me, “Come in and talk; hang out.” That was the beginning of our friendship.


  I never got the money for the broken window. But my whole life changed because soon afterward I became a part of Toad’s Place.


  As nutty as it sounds, everything would be different if that guy had never broken that window.



  

  CHAPTER 1


  The Toad Is Born


  IN JANUARY OF 1975, THREE YOUNG FRIENDS IN NEW HAVEN, CONNECTICUT, POOLED their meager resources to open a French restaurant they called Toad’s Place.


  I’ll give you a sense of what those times were like politically and socially: America was in a post-Watergate stupor. Five months earlier, Richard Nixon had resigned in disgrace because of that scandal and was replaced by Gerald Ford, a calm caretaker.


  The Vietnam War, which had polarized the generations and killed more than fifty-eight thousand US soldiers, was finally winding down. Four months after Toad’s opened its doors, US involvement in Vietnam would end with the fall of Saigon. On television we would watch the frantic helicopter evacuation of the few Americans still there as the South Vietnamese government surrendered to North Vietnamese troops.


  I turned twenty-one in the spring of 1975, but Nixon had abolished the draft two years earlier. Like millions of other young American men, I had caught a lucky break.


  In early 1975 on the grounds of Yale University, which surrounded the new restaurant and soon-to-be-music club (forget about that Veal Cordon Bleu), students were no longer protesting the war en masse as they had in the late sixties and early seventies. Like me, they didn’t have to worry about being drafted and being sent overseas to fight and perhaps die in an unpopular war. They were ready to party!


  Yale had gone co-ed in September 1969, but Yale men still needed an off-campus site where they could hang out, drink, listen to music, and pick up women. And the women were up for some action too. Now, right there on York Street next to Mory’s, the storied but stuffy and staid dining club for old Yale chums, the young Yalies would have their own place, Toad’s.


  There were thousands of other college students in the New Haven area looking for a social outlet, thanks to the nearby campuses of Southern Connecticut State College,
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  the University of New Haven, and Quinnipiac College. (Southern and Quinnipiac have since become universities.) They provided a great, marketable melting pot. Oh, and the drinking age was eighteen.


  The intimate, cozy atmosphere of Toad’s (at that time you could squeeze in only about four hundred people) offered an alternative to the large concert venue a few blocks away, the New Haven Coliseum, which had a seating capacity of about eleven thousand people. The Coliseum was an ugly concrete structure that had opened in 1972 with a performance by the Beach Boys. It had replaced the rundown New Haven Arena, at which in December 1967 Jim Morrison, the charismatic lead singer of the Doors, got busted by the New Haven police. Morrison was pepper sprayed by a cop backstage then proceeded to blast the Pigs at the start of the show and got hauled off to the police lock-up for “performing an indecent and immoral exhibition.” He later got revenge by writing and recording “Peace Frog,” which described “blood in the streets in the town of New Haven.”


  Like America itself, rock music in January 1975 was in a kind of malaise, the word Jimmy Carter would one day use to depict our mindset after he was elected president in 1976. Bruce Springsteen would not explode onto the scene until August 1975 with the release of his breakthrough album Born to Run. The punk era, bringing the rise of seminal bands such as the Ramones and the Clash, was yet to bust out. Disco music still filled the airwaves.


  The big hits on the charts at the outset of 1975 included these awful ear worms: “Mandy” by Barry Manilow, a remake of “Please Mr. Postman” by the Carpenters (who were born in New Haven), “Laughter in the Rain” by Neil Sedaka, “Get Dancin’ (Part I)” by Disco Tex and the Sex-O-Lettes, “Look in My Eyes Pretty Woman” by Tony Orlando and Dawn, “Morning Side of the Mountain” by Donny and Marie Osmond, “Angie Baby” by Helen Reddy, “Rock ’n’ Roll (I Gave You the Best Years of My Life)” by Mac Davis, “Kung Fu Fighting” by Carl Douglas, “One Man Woman/One Woman Man” by Paul Anka and Odia Coates, and “Sweet Surrender” by John Denver.


  You get the picture. We were primed for better music, something challenging and inspiring.


  Enter Mike Spoerndle and his two buddies, Mike Korpas and Chuck Metzger, all out of Ohio. Spoerndle and Metzger had come to New Haven to enroll in the prestigious Culinary Institute of America; Korpas had a background in the bar business.


  Spoerndle, who was called “Big Mike,” was a burly, outgoing guy who loved to schmooze and party—the perfect personality for a restaurant or nightclub owner. We would become great friends, housemates, and business partners.


  The promoter Jimmy Koplik, who with his business partner Shelly Finkel brought many of the country’s biggest rock acts to Connecticut in the early seventies and beyond, recalled meeting Big Mike in 1977 when the young Toad’s co-owner needed help getting national bands.


  “My first impression was: This guy is crazy!” Koplik said. “He was larger than life: big, loud, heavy drinker, heavy drug taker. Everything about him was excessive. Everything! Remember, this was in the seventies.”


  “He was always a great friend,” Koplik added. “His heart was as big as his body. But he never took care of himself. He just couldn’t stop doing drugs.”


  Mike was the idea man and, as Koplik noted, would become “the soul of Toad’s.” But his over-the-top lifestyle and addictive nature would also lead to him having to leave Toad’s after a twenty-year run of glory days and glory nights. And it would claim his life at the early age of fifty-nine.


  Long before the drugs took over, Mike was an ambitious young chef, studying for a career in the restaurant business. After Mike and Metzger graduated from the culinary school, they hatched the plan of opening a restaurant with Korpas. But they didn’t have much money; Mike had to borrow $11,000 from his mother to launch the venture. He was twenty-three years old.


  The three old pals focused on a vacant property at 300 York Street, the former site of a laid-back eatery called Hungry Charlie’s. It was a sandwiches and burgers joint with a pinball machine in the corner.


  Oh yeah, I remember Hungry Charlie’s—that was where I had my first beer! It was in 1973 while I was still a student at the University of New Haven. My buddy Lou Buccino and I went over to Charlie’s to get burgers. This was the first time I set foot in the space that would totally change my life.


  I ordered a beer to go with the burger; I didn’t like the taste of that beer at all. But there was something happening to take my mind off my beer: Charlie’s sometimes had live music, and that night they had an act called Roomful of Blues. I had never heard of them, but those guys, who came out of Providence, Rhode Island, had already been performing since the late sixties and would keep on trucking with different musicians for more than fifty years.


  The waitress came over and told us, “Okay, you guys have to pay fifty cents each to stay for the show.” I had like a quarter left in my pocket, as did Lou, so we asked the waitress, “How about fifty cents for the two of us?” She said okay, and we paid a quarter each to stay and hear Roomful of Blues. They were set up on a kind of makeshift stage with only a couple of speakers.


  I didn’t know much about music then, so the whole experience was totally new to me. But I kind of liked it even though I knew zilch about the blues.


  When I was a kid growing up in New Haven and going to Catholic schools, all I listened to was whatever they put on AM radio. A friend of mine had a transistor radio, and we tuned into the local stations to hear Elvis Presley and then the Beatles. I didn’t go to many concerts either. My cousin took me to see the Temptations and then the Byrds. Those were the only shows I saw.


  My mother made me take guitar lessons when I was in eighth grade. I hated it! My fingers were always sore from the strings. After about six months my guitar teacher said, “You don’t really want to do this, do you?” And that was the end. It just wasn’t for me.


  New Haven in the early seventies had a lively folk scene going and its center was The Exit Coffeehouse, near the New Haven Green. One of the musicians in that mix was Peter Menta, who played in the Blake Street Gut Band. Menta had a knack for using his connections to book other bands, and so he started doing that for Hungry Charlie’s. He lured Roomful of Blues there, plus plenty of local bands.


  When Mike Spoerndle and his two new business partners were getting ready to open their doors, they had to come up with a name for their restaurant. Mike told me they were sitting around one day and one of them noted that back in Ohio people who are couch potatoes are called “toads.” If you were staying home, you would say, “I’m being a toad tonight.” Mike said, “I like that! Let’s call it Toad’s Place!” All of a sudden they had a distinctive name; people would remember it. But the three partners didn’t think that much about it. They didn’t know Toad’s was going to be there for forty-five or fifty years. They thought it would be this thing they would have for five years and then they would be on their way to something else.


  After Hungry Charlie’s closed because of lagging business and Mike’s crew moved in there, Mike realized he needed live music to survive. Menta knew the music business; Mike and his partners didn’t, so Menta stuck around for a couple of years as the Toad’s Place talent scout and booking agent. This was before Mike got Koplik to help them out.


  Menta, who as late as 2020 was still playing with Washboard Slim and the Blue Lights, remembers, “For Mike and his partners at the start, it was all about the food. Music was an afterthought. But their restaurant (with its shrimp baskets, chicken baskets, clam baskets, and buckets of steamers) wasn’t doing much business.” Creditors were circling in, demanding their money; United Illuminating briefly shut off the electricity.


  Pat Healy, the first bartender at Toad’s who would become a long-time mainstay and one of Mike’s best friends, remembers the day in 1975 when Mike realized he needed to make a big change and then hit on how he could do it.


  “Mike was standing out front on the sidewalk one day, looking around, watching all these college kids walking by,” Healy recalled. “Remember, the drinking age then was eighteen. And Mike comes in and says, ‘I got this figured out. What do college boys like?’ Of course I told Mike, ‘College girls.’ Mike says, ‘What do college boys and girls like to do?’ Naturally I told Mike, ‘Drink beer.’ Mike asked, ‘What else do they like? Music! Dancing!’”


  Healy remembers Mike unleashing that big smile of his, the welcoming and mischievous smile everybody loved. And he just said, “Yep!”


  Mike knew he needed to reconfigure and enlarge the space, making it more suitable for the bands. A thrown-together crew, including a teenager named Dave Plaskon and local musician David “Bobo” Lavorgna, whom Mike knew, brought in planks from a bowling alley to help build the bar and a bigger stage. Mike also got hold of a basketball court at a high school in Massachusetts and turned it into the dance floor. But the lights that hung over the stage were old coffee cans. These guys were making it up as they went along. They knew people would want pinball machines and a popcorn machine, so those were installed too.


  According to Lavorgna, who seems to remember the mid-1970s better than the rest of us, the first live band to play at Toad’s was a pick-up band that included Bobo on bass guitar and Menta on harp. Record keeping was sloppy in those days, so it’s impossible to verify his story, but he said this happened in the summer of 1975, on successive Friday and Saturday nights. He recalls they played on the original small stage near the front door, with windows looking out onto York Street. At that time there were only a few seats and booths, but thanks to Mike’s demo and remodeling crew, more seats were added, and the stage was moved farther back into the main room.


  The local acts who played at Toad’s in those early days included the folksinger Randy Burns, who had a deep, evocative voice and was also getting bookings in Greenwich Village clubs.


  Another young New Haven–based singer was Michael Bolotin, who would soon change his last name to Bolton. It was a cooler stage name. Menta, who booked the rising young singer for Toad’s, recalls him as “egotistical, but he always drew a big crowd because he had a good voice. You could tell he was destined for big things.”


  It’s true, Michael Bolton has always had a big ego, but that was okay. It helped him get to where he was going, along with that voice. When he played shows at Toad’s in the mid-seventies his following was picking up. Bolton was always trying to make the show a little better than what everybody else thought it could be. He wanted to bring it to a higher level. Early on he would jump through a hula hoop that was covered in paper. He did this as his entrance to his show, to make it more electrifying. And of course the women loved him, with that big hair and big voice.


  The first big break for Toad’s, what really got the club going, happened at the same time as the initial live shows, which were mostly bluegrass. Those bands played on Tuesday nights, and Mike hit on the idea of offering beers for twenty-five cents on Tuesdays. This was called “The Night of the Toad.”


  Bluegrass was popular in New Haven in those days, but Toad’s offered a range of styles. Menta booked local bands such as the Helium Brothers, Jake and the Family Jewels, and the Simms Brothers Band. More and more people came in to drink cheap beer and dance to the music. Admission at the door was either a dollar or free, and word was getting out that Toad’s Place was hopping.


  While Mike Spoerndle came up with The Night of the Toad and was the idea guy, Chuck Metzger was the food guy and Mike Korpas was the bar guy who knew that part of the business. By the summer of ’75, all three of them were realizing that music was starting to drive Toad’s and make it financially successful. It wasn’t the French food.



  

  CHAPTER 2


  Toad’s Goes National


  WHILE MIKE SPOERNDLE AND I STARTED TO BECOME FRIENDS, HE AND HIS TWO partners were fighting like cats over the bills and how to make more money to keep Toad’s Place afloat. I didn’t know it at the time (the summer of 1976), but things were beginning to line up for me and my future career.


  I was using my free pass to come to Toad’s more often, walking over from my karate school around the corner. As our friendship grew stronger, Mike, who was becoming almost like a big brother to me, began to tell me about the business.


  When I stopped in one Tuesday for The Night of the Toad, Mike was at the door collecting the one-dollar admission fee. A guy started causing trouble about paying; Mike tried to talk him down, but the guy wouldn’t stop. Mike, who couldn’t afford to hire any security people and was on his own, grabbed him in a headlock and kept collecting money with his free hand.


  When he spotted me in the line, Mike smiled and waved me up front. “Come on in!”


  “Thanks,” I told him. “If you need help, I’m here.”


  But Mike didn’t need me. He had already called the cops and was holding onto the guy until they arrived.


  One night not long after that, Mike told me, “I’m going to buy out my partners. When I do, and when you finish college, you can come in and work with me, be the manager. I’ll teach you the ropes.”


  Because I liked Mike and it seemed like a fun place to work, I told him I’d do it. Plus at that age, your hormones are going and I knew a lot of women would be in there.


  By the fall of 1976 I was working alongside Mike, who had reached a deal with his two partners to take over the business as the sole owner. They hung around until the end of the year, then they split. It was now Mike and me running the place. He encouraged me to consider it my own, and work with passion and dedication, the way he did. Mike showed me the ins and outs of the business. He introduced me to the whole bar scene mentality from the owner/manager point of view.


  We kept Menta as the booking agent because he had so many contacts and knew the business. Menta also realized that some of the biggest blues players in the country were doing shows at a club called the Shaboo Inn in Willimantic, Connecticut. The Shaboo would have a good run from 1971 through 1982, and Menta knew that since the acts were already in the state, about an hour away from New Haven, he could probably get them to do a show at Toad’s too. He went to work.


  One of our first breakthroughs was getting Willie Dixon. I think we only paid him about $600, but he drew a big, enthusiastic crowd. Dixon was internationally known as a blues musician; he played upright bass and guitar. He was a great singer and a songwriter too. He had written “Hoochie Coochie Man,” “I Just Want to Make Love to You,” and “Little Red Rooster.” Rock bands such as Cream, the Doors, the Rolling Stones, and Led Zeppelin had covered his songs. He was a bridge between blues and rock.


  We also landed Bo Diddley, another blues legend and, like Dixon, a transitional figure from blues to rock music. He is considered one of the founders of rock ’n’ roll because he popularized that syncopated beat later used by Buddy Holly (on “Not Fade Away”), the Who (on “Magic Bus”), and George Michael (on “Faith”). Bo was a real showman; he always dressed in black. He was a big guy carrying a square guitar. He took our stage and using his booming voice and that beat, got people going with his songs: “Bo Diddley,” “Road Runner,” and “Who Do You Love.”


  And then along came Muddy Waters! Here he was, this iconic bluesman who had written “I Can’t Be Satisfied,” “Mannish Boy,” “Got My Mojo Working,” and “Rollin’ Stone.” A certain British band who would appear at Toad’s many years later took the title of that last song and used it to name themselves.


  Menta had arranged to present Waters with a key to the city of New Haven. The rest of the band knew about it, but Waters didn’t, so when Menta got up on stage to
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  do the honors, Waters was pissed at him for interrupting the set and almost punched him out.


  Although we were all excited about having Waters in our club, Mike didn’t have much money to pay him, and Waters always demanded cash. He also had to be supplied with a bottle of Piper Heidsiek champagne, or he wouldn’t perform. At the end of the night, Mike only had some rolls of quarters left and that’s how he paid Waters. But it worked out; Waters came back to Toad’s many times.


  For one of his performances, ticket sales were a little slow; maybe it was a late booking. I came up with a solution: We decided to do a flyer campaign around the Yale campus (there was no internet then). We charged only $2, with a Yale I.D. We absolutely plastered the campus. The promo worked and we got our capacity of 750 people. It was jammed. This was the largest audience we had for Muddy of all the times he performed at the club. It was mostly young Yalies with a ton of energy. The place went crazy.


  There was so much buzz that Muddy got off his barstool and walked from one side of the stage to the other as he sang. He had those Yalies going. He even had them help him with the chorus lines. I had never seen him do that before.


  Muddy was really pumped. When he got into the “Got My Mojo Workin’,” he said, “Got my bbbbbbbb working,” and the crowd answered the same way. He made this sound by shaking his face back and forth at an impressive pace while uttering a guttural type of sound. People were laughing and crying at the same time.


  There was another time when we tried to do something a little extra for Muddy. We had a Muppet handled by some professional NBC guys. I just knew in my gut we could make Muddy happy doing this. The Muppet was a puppet controlled by a ventriloquist. The Muppet sat on the guy’s lap and they both sat next to Muddy. The Muppet started talking to Muddy and Muddy answered him. He started laughing.


  At one point the Muppet said, “Fuck you,” and Muddy came right back, saying, “Fuck you.” Muddy started stomping his feet because he was so into it. The crowd was really digging it. The Muppet had Muddy laughing so hard he was crying. I said to myself, My God, this is one historic moment that will never happen again. Just being part of it and watching it defines why I have been in this business all these years.


  Along with the big blues acts came some rockers in the early stages of their careers. Toad’s was a launching pad for them. Meat Loaf was one such act.


  Meat Loaf’s debut album, Bat Out of Hell, was released in October 1977. Initially it didn’t do much, but it would go on to become one of the best-selling rock albums of all time. More than forty-three million copies have been sold worldwide.


  Shortly after that album came out, we booked Meat Loaf. The Toad’s show was the first time he showcased those songs, such as “Paradise by the Dashboard Light,” for a live audience. We had only about a hundred people there that night.


  Ellen Foley, who had sung on the album, wasn’t available for the tour, so Karla DeVito, a veteran of the national touring company of Godspell, filled in for her. Meat Loaf, with his big red scarf, was roaming around on the stage, sweating heavily, and doing his sexual back-and-forth with DeVito on “Paradise.”


  But the show almost didn’t happen because of something bizarre that went down during the sound check. Meat Loaf was pacing around and lost track of where he was. We heard this big crash—he had fallen off the stage! There was a tense moment of silence while we all held our breaths. Then we heard this voice call out, “I’m okay!” He climbed right back up, the sound check continued, and that night he did a killer show. Years later, after he hit it big and still played at Toad’s, he grabbed me backstage, got me in a headlock, rolled up his pants, and showed me a scar on his left leg. He told me, “You see that? This is from my first gig ever after releasing Bat Out of Hell. This is what I did! Right here at your club!”


  “Okay,” I said. “I’m sorry about that, big guy.”


  The following year, in August 1978, we booked Talking Heads. They had issued their first album, Talking Heads: 77 a year earlier. When they came here, about 650 people showed up. At that time I wasn’t that up on the punk scene because it was a new thing. I didn’t understand the music; I didn’t understand the fans. I saw guys coming in with leather motorcycle jackets and sneakers and I was getting nervous. They looked like bikers! Is this going to be a tough crowd? I wondered. But there was no trouble. They were there for the music and to check out the band’s leader, David Byrne. I’ve got to admit, I didn’t understand what he was singing about. “Psycho Killer” was one of their hits at the time, but some of it’s in French. “Psycho killer, qu’est-ce que c’est. Fa-fa-fa-fa-fa-fa-fa-fa-fa-far better.” And you could look up these other surreal lyrics: “I’m tense and nervous and I can’t relax. I can’t sleep ’cause my bed’s on fire; don’t touch me, I’m a real live wire.”


  Everyone was just staring at David Byrne like he had a mental connection with all of them, like a Vulcan mind meld. I didn’t see it coming. I didn’t know they were going to be that big. Later he played here by himself, but that first night I dealt with the band’s bass guitarist, Tina Weymouth, who was married to the band’s drummer, Chris Frantz. She was the one I paid. She was very serious at the time, but later we became friends.


  Another memorable act was Tom Waits, who played two sold-out shows at about the same time period, the late seventies. He was living in a hotel in Los Angeles and hanging out with Rickie Lee Jones, who would come to Toad’s later on. Waits, then only twenty-nine, was working on a new album, Heartattack and Vine. He was a great piano player and had this distinctive guttural voice. He sang funny, ironic songs like “Better Off Without a Wife.”


  When Waits took the stage at Toad’s in his faded black suit and black hat, he was backed by a jazz quartet and a drummer who banged away at a garbage can. Waits drank beer and chain-smoked through both shows. He was hanging onto the microphone like a wino on a lamppost.


  One of the people in the crowd that night, Larry Dorfman, recalled that also on the stage, placed on a stool, was an old-fashioned cash register, replete with bells and whistles. Waits talked/sang some of his poetry while playing “lead” cash register. Some people in the crowd thought this was just too weird and booed him.


  Randall Beach, who was reviewing that show for the New Haven Register, reported Waits also got heckled that night, but he knew how to handle the jerk. “That’s my brother Roger,” he said after a dude sounded off. “That’s what happens when cousins marry. It starts in the home.”


  When he wasn’t lurching around on the stage, Waits sat at the piano and played it with surprising tenderness. But he introduced “Waltzing Matilda” by saying, “I’d like to do a ballad about throwing up in a foreign country.” His voice was reminiscent of Louis Armstrong.


  Waits had a serious buzz on by the end of the night. He was still hanging around after the crowd left and he got talking with a drunk off-duty cop who had been there for the show. They just sat at the bar and kept drinking. Of course I let Waits hang out as long as he wanted to stay.


  And to give you an idea how eclectic the bands were that came through Toad’s at that time, how you never knew who you were going to see—we had the legendary banjo player Earl Scruggs, the former partner of bluegrass pioneer Bill Monroe and Lester Flatt, play one night. According to Randall Beach’s review from that night, Scruggs, backed by his three sons and a brother-in-law, had the crowd whooping and hollering and stomping until 1:30 a.m. They heard the old master perform “The Ballad of Jed Clampett” (the theme from The Beverly Hillbillies) as well as “Foggy Mountain Breakdown” and “Orange Blossom Special.”


  “Thank you, it’s a pleasure being with you folks,” Scruggs told the mostly college-age crowd. After his second encore, he grinned out at everybody and said, “How sweet it is!”


  For my first few years working at Toad’s, I drank on the job, just like everybody else. I would do shots with some of the customers. But one night, I think it was New Year’s Eve, I just said, “That’s it, I’m done with the booze. When I’m working, I’m working.” I just felt I wasn’t sharp enough for those long nights. I couldn’t do my job well enough if I was drunk. I was the hands-on guy. I figured the best way to make Toad’s more successful was to be completely sober and focused at all times. Otherwise things will spiral down before you know it. This was an important step for me and for the betterment of my future.


  But Mike wasn’t of the same mind; he liked to indulge on a regular basis with whomever was in front of him. Mike would drink almost anything: a shot of Metaxa and German brandy was one of his favorites. Then he’d do shots with other people throughout the night. He graduated to Black Russians, sixteen-ounce cups. That’s a strong drink, even though he was a big guy. He did go to AA meetings for a while but eventually he succumbed to alcoholism. He’d come in and drink non-stop until he left. He got caught up in it, unfortunately.


  After working the shows at Toad’s for a couple of years, I became a better manager. I began looking at things from the point of view of the customers. One of the things that was always important to me was trying to make sure everyone in the club had a good time. Even in the early days with local bands I would observe what people were doing. I would see if everybody was upbeat and happy. As long as they were dancing, talking, smiling, and/or drinking, the club was active and generating positive vibes. When things were right, you could always feel it. When they were not, I would try to figure out some way to make it better. One of the things I oversaw was making sure the restrooms were in acceptable shape. The men’s room got beat up on a regular basis.


  

  Lucy Sabini on Her Time at Toad’s


  
     Lucy Sabini, Toad’s Place “talent buyer” (she booked the bands) from 1979 until 1985, remembers her years there as a time when the club was transforming itself from a venue for local bands to a nationally known outlet showcasing up-and-coming artists. This is her story:




  I arrived at Toad’s at the beginning of its legacy. Mike Spoerndle was the visionary; there wouldn’t have been


  

  

  

  

  

  




  

   

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


  Brian Phelps


  My adult life was built in several areas. One main piece was choosing Toad’s Place to be my career. Even though I stayed active in the martial arts over those many decades, as well as maintaining a more subdued interest in chess and finding the time to earn a pilot’s license over many years and raise a family, Toad’s encompassed a large part of my time.


  There were many folks along the way who were important supports to the structure that eventually developed. It was a long, long road to somewhere I could never have imagined. During that journey I was knocked down over and over again. For some unknown reason, I kept getting up. Now, at sixty-seven years old, I’m still trying to move forward. Maybe this is why all of us, as a species, are destined to keep going, no matter how hard the path.


  In no particular order, I should start by mentioning the audio team of Horizon Sound, overseen by Fred Santore. Many of his inner staff eventually moved on to bigger stages, but they included Keith Dupke, Matt Diamond, Chad Emerson, Dave Barata, Bob Elliot, Jake Rosenfeld, O.T., and others. They were extremely important to what people came to Toad’s for: primarily the sounds of music.


  I had two key guys on the lighting crew: Marty Weiand and Jim Day. They were the second part of the technical team that gave people the experience they were looking for.


  We had other people who lent a great hand in holding all the parts together over the years. Those were Katherine Blossom, whose sixteen years at the helm are beyond words, and her predecessor Lucy Sabini; Heather Orser (McDonald); Jeff Petrin; Jim Torello; Paul Liberti; Kevin Meehan; Pat Healy; Jack Reich; WZMX Program Director DJ Buck; the KC101 Saturday Dance Party team, DJ Thomas “Action” Jackson and former security guy/jazz aficionado Rohn Lawrence, as well as the dearly departed security guy and later WPLR point man Sam T., as well as our security men Anthony “Tank” Dunbar and Bill “Whiskey” Walkauskas. These people all played an important role here at Toad’s and deserve to be highly commended. Of course Hollis Martin and Ed Dingus have been the anchors of my staff for the past couple of decades. They devoted a huge part of their lives to this company and this will not be forgotten.


  Behind the scenes, my dear friend and advisor on countless issues, Lou Buccino, as well as former bookkeeper Barbara Galba have spent a part of their lives dealing with the happenings at Toad’s. Another important advisor for me was C. Mike Cunningham, who helped direct me through the many pitfalls that befall a nightclub guy. He was also part of my martial arts experience that helped keep me sane through the years. The key professionals who guided me these many years from the very start were attorney Jim Segaloff and my accountant Henry Barron.


  Randall Beach did a fabulous job putting the text together for this story. His effort and focus are to be highly commended. Very few people could have looked as deeply and transparently as he did in accurately describing what happened here inside during those forty-six years.


  Jim Koplik has to be at the very top of my list. Without him as the guiding light through this crazy world of rock ’n’ roll, the “legendary” part of Toad’s would not have existed.


  Jim has been “the godfather” of rock ’n’ roll music in Connecticut almost from its beginning. This is a reality not just for myself, but for the entire state. He deserves a proclamation and a statue in his honor. There is no other person who comes close to his contributions here in the Nutmeg State. There is no one I respect more than this man.


  My family whom I raised while in the middle of this crazy era of rock in Connecticut deserves an award for having to mature through the decades as I spent so many hours of my life away from them and here at Toad’s. My wife, Maria, and my three children Jessica, Kaylie, and Brian Jr. all did their part without complaint. It was not an easy task for any of us as we juggled our family time with my countless hours at the club. They deserve a tremendous amount of credit for holding up their end of things.


  Finally, there is that unknown guy who smashed the glass door to my karate school around the corner from Toad’s. Whoever he is, without him doing that insane stunt I would not have connected with Mike Spoerndle and ended up where I did. My life would have taken another direction. Life’s decisions can be so strange and you may not realize it until a long time thereafter. What you first think is a bad thing can turn out to be a good thing.


  Randall Beach


  There were many people who helped me tell the story of Toad’s Place. At the beginning of this process, Stephen Spignesi, John White, and Jim Motavalli gave me expert advice on how to find a publisher. Once I began doing interviews, four people in particular were especially generous with their time and insights: Joan Mary Spoerndle, Pat Spoerndle, Pat Healy, and Jimmy Koplik. I also learned a lot about Toad’s Place security from Anthony “Tank” Dunbar and Bill “Whiskey” Walkauskas.


  Thom Duffy, my rock ’n’ roll companion for many years, provided leads and a great sidebar on his many nights at Toad’s. He lined me up with his colleague at Billboard, Dave Brooks, and with Audrey Fix Schaefer of the National Independent Venue Association, and they, too, were helpful. Rick Allison, another longtime friend of mine, let loose with a string of memorable quotes about nights at Toad’s and set me up with his former colleagues at WPLR. (On August 12, 1989, Rick also gave me the best tip I ever received in my years as a reporter: “There’s a real good chance that the Stones are playing at Toad’s tonight!”) The WPLR chapter was enhanced through information provided to me by Dick Kalt, Manuel Rodriguez, Kevin Garrity, John Griffin, and Mike Lapitino.


  Some of the musicians who have been on stage at Toad’s gave me fine reminiscences: Christine Ohlman, Budd Tunick, Frank Simms, Al Anderson, Nick Fradiani, Opus (Christian Francis Lawrence), Cynthia Lyon, Rob Jockel, Guy Tino and Andy “A.J.” Gundell. A special thanks to Ted Canning and James Polisky, former members of the Sons of Bob, for recalling what it was like to suddenly be the opening act for the Rolling Stones. And thanks to Dean Falcone and Troy Church for helping me find those two “Sons.”


  The always-competent and helpful bookers of the bands, Katherine Blossom and Lucy Sabini, also helped me understand how the process worked and provided backstage stories. Peter Menta, who was the first such “booker,” assisted me with tales and information on the early years at Toad’s.


  Others who set aside some time for me included: attorneys Hugh Keefe and James Segaloff; accountant Henry Barron; WZMX Program Director DJ Buck; Phil Cutler (whose Cutler’s Records is sorely missed in New Haven); Wayne Nuhn, the former head waiter of Mory’s; Kirk Baird; Charles Rosenay; Nick Pastore; Jerry Zajac; Steve Mednick; Timothy Wood; Gregory Sherrod; Lawrence Dorfman; Kelly Brownell; Barbara Shaw; and Yale University President Peter Salovey.


  Those who described for me their memorable nights as people in the crowd at Toad’s included: Katie Regan, Thomas Christensen, John Minardi, Carolyn Martino, Lisa Braman, Kurt Evans, and Robert Rigutto.


  These staffers at Toad’s Place also provided valuable insights and assistance: Office Manager Holli Martin, General Manager Ed Dingus, Booking Agent Jack Reich, and Lighting Man Jimmy Day.


  I am indebted to my collaborator on this book project, Brian Phelps, for taking me on. I learned through my interviews for this book and by spending time with Brian that he is the one who made it possible for Toad’s Place to survive all these years of change and challenge. I also owe a debt to Mike Spoerndle, whose original vision got Toad’s rolling.


  During the nearly two years of work on this book, my wife Jennifer Kaylin has been my able assistant, advisor, consultant, line editor, and guiding light. She worked with me day by day to keep this book moving forward.
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  ABOUT THE AUTHORS
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  Brian Phelps was born in New Haven, Connecticut. His music background was nothing more than listening to AM radio or watching an Elvis Presley flick. He had no idea where his path in life was about to lead. Brian met Mike Spoerndle, owner of the new Toad’s Place in 1975. One year later Big Mike invited Brian to start working at the club, following college. Several years later, Mike made Brian an offer to become business partners. In January 1995 Brian took control of the company and bought the rest of the business in 1998. Brian later met with longtime associate Randall Beach and decided to write a memoir. He took “a road less traveled,” but one we think you will enjoy reading about.
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   Randall Beach was the rock music critic for the New Haven Register from 1978 to 1984, covering many shows at Toad’s Place. He later wrote about rock music for the New Haven Advocate, the Hartford Courant, and Billboard magazine. He was also a reporter and columnist for the New Haven Register from 1997 to 2020. In addition, he writes the “Beachcombing” column for Connecticut magazine. He lives in New Haven.
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