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Otto Fuchs was born on May 13th 1978 in Mariazell, Styria /Austria. He discovered a deep passion for rock & roll while still in his early teens. At fourteen years old, he becomes the youngest writer for the German “Rock & Roll Music Magazine“. From 2000-2004 he hosted “The Rocket 88 Show” for KRKT 99.1 FM Rock It Radio, Ventura, California. Numerous interviews with 1950s Rock & Roll Legends such as Billy Lee Riley, Marvin Rainwater, Gene Vincent Blue Cap Drummer Dickie “Be Bop“ Harrell, Bill Haley’s Comets members Marshall Lytle and Bill Turner are led & recorded by Fuchs for this show ... During that period he also places various articles in the German “Dynamite – The World Of Rock & Roll“ magazine.


In 2005 he began to contribute reviews and interviews for German jive, swing & rockabilly magazine “Slam Bam“. Bob Timmers of the Rockabilly Hall Of Fame recruited him as columnist for the Tennessee-based Rockabilly Hall Of Fame. While Otto Fuchs continues to write in German for the “Stompin’ News” magazine, the column for the Rockabilly Hall Of Fame is the first medium requiring him to write in his second language, English. During a trip to his former home, London (where he lived from 1997-1999), Otto Fuchs met John Howard. Soon the two men come to the agreement that “UK Rock” (whose editor John Howard was, at that time) will publish his work as well. Otto Fuchs currently hosts the Internet Radio Program “Rockabilly Rules OK” on Rockabilly Radio (www.rockabillyradio.net) and the “Rockin´ The Juke Joint Show” on www.rockitradio.net. As February 9th 2011 marked the 30th year of the death of Bill Haley, this book’s central purpose was to contribute to the continuation of Bill Haley’s legacy. This newly revised two volume edition aims for the same goals.




Acknowledgements


My thanks to John Barnes, Paul Barrett, Jens Böning, Paul Bye, Joey D’Ambrosio, Kenny Denton, Alex Frazer-Harrison, Chris Gardner, Mal Gray, Denise Gregoire, John W. “Jack” Haley, Gina Haley, Pedro Haley, HG Hartig, Johnny Hop, John Howard, David Hirschberg, Rik Hull, the late Herbert Kamitz, Johnny Kay, Klaus Kettner & Dr. Winfried Gründel (Bill Haley Museum, Munich), Marshall Lytle, George Martin, Hugh McCallum, Bob McLeod, Margaret Moser, Bodo Nies, Bill Nolte, Al Rappa, Dick Richards, Bob Timmers of The Rockabilly Hall Of Fame, Bill Turner, Rockin’ Ronny Weiser, Joey Welz and Wayne Young.


Also in deep respect and affection to my late father Otto Fuchs senior, who made it possible for me to travel to Bill Haley’s birthplace (Highland Park, Michigan); to see Bill Haley’s house “Melody Manor” in Boothwyn , Pennsylvania; as well as visiting his last residence in Harlingen, Texas.


Again, I must mention Bill Turner, lead guitarist of the Comets, and an authority on Bill Haley, who not only contributed two lengthy interviews, but also many days and nights editing the facts, and overseeing the English-language translation from the original German text.


Otto Fuchs, Baden (Austria), 2016




Author´s Prologue


The Bill Haley Story didn´t end with the triumphant tour of Great Britain in 1957, nor with the 1958 European concert stint, and an extension of the tour to North African shores. 1959 ended Bill Haley´s career at Decca Records. The 1960s started for him recording-wise for the newly found Warner Bros. Records, between 1960 and 1961. Further a promising career in Mexico, with best-selling singles and albums for Orfeon Records. The end of the 1960s saw him re-emerge as one of the USA´s leading Rock & Roll Revival artists, a star in America once more. Recording for one of the US leading independent labels, Buddah Records.


Through all the changes in labels and personnel for The Comets, Bill Haley´s sound rooted in the mid-Fifties. With extenstions away from his typical sound, with returns to contemporary country in Nashville, albums dedicated to nearly all the 1960s dance crazes such as The Twist or The Madison, Surf sounds, and revisitations of his biggest hits, in the studio, and on live albums.


Bill Haley becoming somehow of a Rock Historian, explaining the origin´s of Rock & Roll to journalists, radio and television hosts and fans alike.


In Spring 2014 the journalist Margaret Moser had contacted me, for what would be her final article for The Austin Chronicle. A story on Bill Haley. As she had learned that I was a Bill Haley Biographer, she took me and my written work on Bill Haley into consideration for her article on “The Father of Rock & Roll”: “Films, concerts, and recordings for the Orfeón and Dimsa labels meant that the Seventies began well for Haley, particularly when the American Graffiti soundtrack made "Rock Around the Clock" quintessential. Haley re-recorded the single in 1974 for use on a new TV show, Happy Days, and the song climbed the charts with that irresistible double rim shot one more time. Dates and recordings south of the border, plus European tours, kept him busy through the decade. In 1979, Haley played a Royal Command Performance for the queen. This came as no surprise, for he long remained a favorite in England, especially among the Teddy Boys, who'd followed him since the Fifties.Call it the Big in Europe syndrome, but here's a provocative thought espoused by Otto Fuchs: "Rockabilly veterans such as Charlie Feathers, Johnny Powers, Mac Curtis, Johnny Carroll, Hank Mizell, etc., who are footnotes in the rock & roll history of the U.S., were rediscovered at first in Britain, then in Continental Europe during a great rockabilly revival in the 1970s. [They became] household names in Europe, paving the way for rockabilly revivalist bands such as the Stray Cats, Polecats, and Jets."Maybe we Europeans see them as people who brought social liberty to our shores." Some of the mystery of Haley's erratic behavior in the final years of his life has been explained.For "Falling Comet," Austinite Michael Hall scored the first interview ever with Haley's widow Martha in 2011 for Texas Monthly. The Wild Seeds' frontman characterized Haley as deviled by drink, paranoia, and the ghosts of his former success. Hall's description of Haley's contradictory behavior, where he'd sit in a Sambo's restaurant in Harlingen drinking coffee and humming "Rock Around the Clock" for attention, resonate painfully as true: "After a while, he'd start to shift in his seat and look around. ... He was giving people around him clues. He wanted people to hear him and say, 'You're Bill Haley, aren't you?'” (From an article published in The Austin Chronicle, May 16th 2014, by Margaret Moser).




Somebody Else Is Taking My Place


“They were good performers. They had their ride for a couple of years but it should have gone for much longer than it did, rather than just traveling around the world cashing in on their hits.” (Milt Gabler)


After returning from Europe, Bill Haley & His Comets went on recording without ever regaining the success they had previously, with their classic recordings. The last significant hit was the instrumental “Joey’s Song” which broke into the Hot 100 on Monday October 5th, 1959, and would reach its highest chart position at number 46.


Milt Gabler tried his best to continue Haley’s string of hits, but it seemed as if the well had run dry: “My thinking was to get hits”, said Gabler. “He was still a Decca artist. But the figures were getting poorer, and there were guys like Presley knocking him for a loop. There was no question about Presley being the good looking guy and a great performer. He had a better voice than Bill, and he had good people around him. And don’t forget, Bill never got rid of the spit curl. And he never took care of his audience properly. He just didn’t stay the romantic figure. He can’t blame himself for what he looked like, but evidently he did.” Haley was supposedly so touchy about the comparisons with Elvis Presley that his band members could not even bring up the subject up, as Ralph Jones remembered: “We never talked to him about it. See, we were constantly trying to come up with something new. We tried to switch around musically to keep up with the times. We decided instead of playing the same rhythm all the time, we tried a few things with that eight-to-the-bar beat like in “Lean Jean”, if you listen to it, it’s an entirely different rhythm from Bill’s standard beat. We were trying to get with what was happening…and it didn’t happen for us.”


Al Rex was the first of the classic Comets line up to quit: “When we were in England, I used to tell them ‘Look, this bubble is gonna burst if we don’t change our style,’ because everything we were doing was the same. People used to say, ‘Why should we buy this record? It sounds just like the last one you put out.’ So the one summer before I left, our sales were getting down and we couldn’t get enough bookings. I told Haley ‘Look, let’s play for what we can get and wait for our record sales to go up.’ Haley didn’t want to hear it. He had a boat down at the Wildwood Crest, down in Wildwood, and he takes his family down there for the summer and told Jolly Joyce, our agent that he only wanted to do weekend work close by. We’d go to Wilkes-Barre or somewhere like that and play maybe Friday or Saturday, but Haley kept saying he wasn’t going to play anymore until the price went up. But the price wasn’t going up and my contention was that we should have tried to get as much as we can until we get another hit record. But he kept saying ‘No, if they want us they’re gonna have to pay.’ And that isn’t the way the music business works. Jolly Joyce and him started having troubles and it might have been over the same thing, that he didn’t want to work. Actually, Jolly Joyce was one of the instigators of me quitting. He started telling me he would put me on top and get me a record contract. Actually, I think he might have been using me to get back at Haley…and I fell for it.”


On Wednesday, January 7th, 1959, a Decca recording session was held. Songs recorded included: “Dragon Rock”, “ABC Rock” (vocal by Billy Williamson) and the guitar instrumental “The Catwalk”. “Dragon Rock” and “ABC Rock” remained unreleased until the mid 1960s. On Thursday January 29th, 1959, the Decca sessions continued with “I Got A Woman”, “A Fool Such As I”, “Be By Me”, “Where Did You Go Last Night?”


“Be By Me” remained unreleased until the mid 1970s. This session, showed a departure from the Haley-hit formula. “I Got A Woman” is very convincing, and wasn’t a one-take record. Bill Haley had his challenges getting through the song, but he was all worked up again, and also proved once more that he was capable of sounding equally convincing on ballads, “A Fool Such As I” remained a Haley favorite over the years, in spite of Elvis Presley having had the bigger hit with it. On February 3rd 1959, Buddy Holly, Ritchie Valens and J.P. “The Big Bopper” Richardson were killed in a place crash near Clear Lake, Iowa. They and a dozen other “big beat” stars would soon be replaced with the softer teen sounds, coming out from Philadelphia, most notably by Frankie Avalon and Fabian…another competition which cast Bill Haley out of place.


On April 3rd 1959, Bill Haley & His Comets played the Million Dollar Ballroom in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, and on April 5th they performed in Green Bay. April 8th saw them at the Naval Air Center in Norma, Wisconsin, and on April 10th and April 11th Bill and the Comets played the Coliseum in Houston, Texas. Dates continued with the Municipal Auditorium, Sioux City, Iowa (April 14th); Paramount Theatre, Omaha, Nebraska (April 15th); Pershing Municipal Auditorium, Lincoln, Nebraska, (April 16th); Memorial Hall, Salina, Kansas (April 17th); Forum & Playhouse, Wichita, Kansas (April 18th); Memorial Building, Kansas City, Kansas (April 19th); Topeka, Kansas (April 20th), Clearwater, Minnesota (April 21st); Saint Paul, Minnesota (April 22nd) and Austin, Minnesota (April 23rd).


On Monday, April 27th 1959, a session for Decca was held at the Pythian Temple in New York. “Caldonia” b/w “Shaky” was completed. Bill Haley did a fine job on the Louis Jordan number, whereas Franny Beecher’s tremolo-guitar work on the instrumental “Shaky” anticipates the surf guitar style of the early 1960s. On Friday June 19th 1959, another Decca session produced “Ooh! Look-A There, Ain’t She Pretty” and “Summer Souvenir”. The latter song was released for the first time in the early 1980s. On Thursday, September 17th 1959 Bill Haley & His Comets embarked on their final recording sessions for Decca Records.


The record sales had dwindled, and Decca’s offer in the contract renewal seemed inadequate to Haley. Bill badly needed some cash and was about to sign with the newly established Warner Brothers record label. Songs recorded were: “Puerto Rican Peddler” and “Music! Music! Music!”. On Wednesday, September 23rd 1959 the sessions continued with “Skokiaan” and steel guitar instrumental “Drowsy Waters” being recorded. “Skokiaan” became Haley’s final new-release US chart hit, in 1960.


On Thursday, September 24th 1959 Bill Haley & His Comets undertook their final Decca session (with the exception of a brief return in 1964), recording the final instrumentals for the album “Strictly Instrumental”: “Two Shadows”, “In A Little Spanish Town”, “Strictly Instrumental” and “Mack The Knife”. October 1959 saw Bill Haley return performing at the Casa Loma Ballroom in St. Louis, and October 25th at the Della Rae Moore in St. Louis, Missouri, where a local female singer appeared with the Comets.


Also in 1959, privately produced demos were made by Bill Haley. These demos included “Trouble In Mind”, “Life Of The Party”, “My Dream” and “Way Down In The Bottom Of My Heart”. Two demos were also cut by the Comets without Bill: “Coquette” and “Comet Tails”; and also Billy Williamson, with two solo demos, “Old Grandfather Rocker” and “Be Honest with Me”. “Trouble In Mind”, “Life Of The Party” and “My Dream” were released in the late 1970s. “Way Down In The Bottom Of My Heart” was released in 1999. Two songs released and credited to Jack Day were also cut by the Comets, “Rappin’ The Bass” b/w “Rattle Bone Boogie”, in 1959. The former Comet Joe Oliver recorded a single under the name “Cappy Bianco”, and was backed by members of the Comets, “The Cat” b/w “La Donna Riccia”. The Comets would moonlight one more time from Decca in 1959, with their recording of “Everybody Out Of The Pool” b/w “Teenage Tango”, which was released under the pseudonym “The Lifeguards”. The Comets also produced The Matys Brothers on “Crazy Street” b/w “Remember” and Joey Santo on “Ain’tcha” b/w “You’re So Wonderful” that year.


On Monday, 21st December 1959, Bill hosted the “Bill Haley & His Comets 6th Annual Christmas Bash” at Melody Manor. A new decade however, lay ahead…




The Comet Tales – An Interview With Joey Welz


Joey Welz of Lititz, PA is keeping the memory of his former boss, Bill Haley alive through a song on his new album. Welz is singing the standards of that era, along with some new original songs. The song "The Ballad of Bill Haley (The History of Rock and Roll)" commemorates the life of Welz’s former boss.


The CD "Rewind My Rock & Roll / My Rockabilly Life" on Canadian-American Records CAR-20087 contains 14 tracks on which "The Baltimore Flash" (as Haley dubbed him) was backed on 13 by the Captain Joe Combo. One track on the CD is an unreleased ballad entitled "My Lonely Love Song" which was co-written by Joey Welz and the late Link Wray, recorded in the early 1970s (featuring Wray on guitar and naturally Welz on piano and vocals.) Further, Joey Welz originals can be found with "Rewind My Rock & Roll", "My Rockabilly Life" (two songs which gave this brand new release its title), "Rock And Roll Survivor", "You Can’t Go Back", "Forever", "Alone Together" and "Rockabilly Man".


For good measure, Welz threw in the standards "Big Boss Man", "Mystery Train" (probably forever associated with the other King of Rock & Roll besides Bill Haley), "Mean Women Blues" (as legend tells that Elvis wanted to horsewhip Jerry Lee Lewis for his SUN version, as it sounded so outstanding) and the Wilson Pickett song "Midnight Hour".


Certainly Welz’s voice was not as fresh as it was on his early rockabilly sides (which have been widely circulated on Klaus Kettner’s "Hydra" LP Joey Welz -"The Rockabilly Years") but the 73 year-old, who is getting married soon with songwriter Martha Barr, is one of the last standing. In the inlay of the CD there are also pictures of Welz with Domino and Lewis.


Here is an interview I did with Joey Welz a little while back:


Joey Welz: “You could call this interview the Comet Tales. There are lot of stories that I remember and before we get into my days with Bill Haley's Comets I would like to say that it was the highlight of my career as a musician to be featured pianist with Bill Haley's Comets and try to carry on the tradition after Johnny Grande left.“


Otto Fuchs: Where were you born and who were your early influences?


Joey Welz: “I was born in Baltimore in 1940, and my influences at that time were Little Richard, Ray Charles, and I always can remember the early recordings on Essex by Bill Haley & The Saddlemen and Bill Haley became my mentor, and my inspiration for wanting to be a rock & roll musician. and it was always my dream to be with Bill Haley as a Comet, which I could fulfill later on in my career in the sixties."


Otto Fuchs: When did you meet Bill Haley the first time?


Joey Welz: “I first saw Bill Haley with a group called the Saddlemen and that was at Carlins Park in 1953. Johnny Grande was there and Billy Williamson was there and the slapping bass man was there. I think it was Marshall Lytle, or it could have been Al Rex. When I first heard the music I knew that I wanted to spend my life with this kind of music. It was a real hot rockin’ country flavored rhythm & blues type of music that Bill was experimenting with. I knew early on that it would be successful and of course from one of the tunes Bill Haley wrote, Alan Freed played the version by the Treniers first, and later our Decca recording…it was a song Jimmy Myers gave to Bill Haley called ‘Rock-A-Beatin’ Boogie’ and in the lyrics it said ‘Rock, Rock, Rock Everybody – Roll, Roll, Roll Everybody’ and that was the beginning for rock & roll, and rock & roll had its name thanks to Alan Freed.


(Editor’s note: “Rock-A-Beatin’-Boogie” was a Bill Haley composition and did not come from Jimmy Myers.)


Otto Fuchs: “Joey, when did you start to perform?”


Joey Welz: “I first started the band business of making Baltimore our stomping ground for this new type of music. We were the first rock & roll band in Baltimore and actually our roots were rockabilly. The group was called the Jayrockers with Sam Cataldi on drums, and Jimmy Staggs on guitar, myself on piano and we had a bass player by the name of Greggard and later replaced by a slapping bass man by the name of Flirby. The Jayrockers made their first recordings in Baltimore in 1955 ‘The Jitterbug Rock’, ‘I'm Lonesome’ and ‘You're The One’. The way that this worked, was that I figured if I could get a group together I could open for Bill Haley and get to know the band and consequently that's what happened.“


Otto Fuchs: When did you start to befriend Bill Haley & His Comets?


Joey Welz: “I really got to know Bill Haley & the Comets when they came to Baltimore in 1955 to appear for Buddy Dean and do a concert at Gwyn Oak Park. My group the Jayrockers was the opening act and so therefore I was able to hang out backstage and get to know the guys first hand. That was the first time that I met Johnny Grande, Marshall Lytle, Dick Richards, Billy Williamson and Franny Beecher who was playing guitar at that time, I think as a guest guitarist. It was a highlight for me to be able to open for Bill Haley, and also later on at that particular venue Bill saw me playing piano for the first time and got the idea that for a kid I was pretty good. I think I was 15 years old at that time."


Otto Fuchs: Opening for Bill Haley & The Comets, around that time the hottest rock & roll act in the nation, must have done a lot to your career – what happened next?


Joey Welz: “Well I continued to open for Bill Haley and get to know them much better every time they came to Baltimore and played like the Keats Theatre there. I would hang out with them and help them load up the truck and at the same time I was making records with the Jayrockers and then I cut my first records for the BAT Record Label with my group the Rockabillys, which had Charlie Shriner and Wayne Grimm on guitar, and Lou Hinko on drums and myself on piano, and a bass player by the name of Dan Lennard. We had ‘Boppin’ the Stroll’, ‘Shore Party’ and ‘The Mystery of Love’, and then all of a sudden I went into the army and became an engineer and landed in Berlin, Germany, where I helped to produce a show with popular music in the afternoon with Sergeant George Hudack entitled ‘Frolic at Five’.


From 1960 to 1962, I was involved with the programming of Armed Forces Network and also engineered and recorded a lot of programs. I always played Bill Haley, and we were able to set up a recording in Frankfurt to coincide with the Comets coming to play the service clubs. At that time in 1962 Franny Beecher wasn't there and Johnny Kay was playing guitar and Dave Holly was their drummer, we still had Rudy Pompilli on sax, and Billy Williamson was still there, and Johnny Grande was still there, and it was the first time that I met Al Rappa who I understood joined the group in the late ‘50s and recorded ‘Joey’s Song’ with them. So the story goes that after the service clubs engagements we ended up at the AFN Frankfurt Studios, where we recorded the live recordings that just have been released by Hydra Records, which I was happy to participate in as far as the production was concerned and also performance, I sang background on some of the songs and played tambourine – especially I remember "Shake, Rattle & Roll" and singing background with Bill Haley in the studio and also singing the chorus part to "Honky Tonk" which was featuring Rudy Pompilli.“


Otto Fuchs: What memories do you hold when joining up with Bill Haley & His Comets?


Joey Welz: “One of the great memories I have about that 1962 experience with joining up with the Comets was the Star Club engagement. There were some guys there called “The Silver Beatles’, as you know, the Comets were a lot older than I. I was always the youngest of the Comets and still am, and so the guys that came from England known as the ’Silver Beatles’ and I kinda' hung out. I got to know them; the Comets and Bill did not pay much attention to them. I thought that they were really neat, so I became friends with them during that time and hung out with them. I remember a story that I would like to share with you:


John Lennon asked me ‘Joey, we wanna come to America – what do you think of our name ‘Silver Beatles’?’ Well, I said ‘John, I've never seen a silver beetle, they are either green or gold and secondly if you play south of the Mason-Dixon Line in the south they hate bugs and they stomp on them. They don't like bugs at all.’ So John Lennon said to me ‘No Joey, its Beatles, Beatles: B-E-A-T’. So I said ‘John, if you drop the silver and keep the beat in there you will be alright.’


During one of the engagements at the Star Club with the Silver Beatles which consisted of John Lennon, Paul McCartney and George Harrison and at first Pete Best and then Ringo. I can recall sitting in on one of their sets at the Star Club where they were singing a lot of Little Richard tunes and Jerry Lee Lewis tunes and I was playing piano with them and jamming. I never realized it, but from the ceiling was a little amateur microphone hanging and 16 years later when I was in New York I came across an album called ‘The Star Club Tapes’ and I got the album and listened to it. I could not believe it because I could hear faintly in the background my rock & roll piano playing. So actually I recorded with the world’s greatest band after Bill Haley & the Comets, the Beatles, and never knew it.” *


*(Editor’s note: According to other band members present at the time, Welz was not at the Star Club with Bill Haley, nor were the Beatles, whom had already changed their name long before their bookings at the Star Club. Also, the double vinyl LP ‘The Beatles Live! At the Star-Club in Hamburg, Germany; 1962’ released in 1977 by Lingasong LTD and ERH Sales Corp. NY LS-2-7001 contains 26 songs, and no trace of piano is heard on any of them.


Otto Fuchs: When did you actually join the Comets?


Joey Welz: “When I got out of the army in '63 I was able to rehearse with the Comets and I was invited to join. Rudy Pompilli persuaded Bill, as well as my friend Al Rappa, to bring me in. So I became a full fledged featured pianist, then of course Johnny Grande had left after the tour for the service clubs in 1962 and so that was the time that I joined the Comets. I can remember we asked for one more chance to have a shot with Decca records, and Milt Gabler gave us that shot with a song called ‘Green Door’ and "Yeah, She's Evil". Now, ‘Green Door’ was a remake of the Jim Lowe hit in the ‘50s, and of course featured a lot of piano. I thought the records turned out great, but unfortunately they did not sell enough records. Therefore, the Comets had already left Warner Brothers while I was in the service, and now in 1964, did their last sides for Decca, and later on we recorded quite a bit for the Orfeon label in Mexico.


Towards the end of the mid-sixties I had to leave Bill Haley's Comets. My second daughter was born and my wife, who was a German girl with the name of Ursula, was very upset with me for me never being there, so I had to go back and get a real job in the record business. So I became a supervisor for the largest distributor of records, handling the company and was the buyer for the east coast and later on I became a producer. First I was the A&R Director for Wedge & Dome Records in Baltimore, then I got a job as the A&R Director for Music City Records in Nashville, and also worked with the Palmer label in Detroit. And then I had a big hit** record myself when I got out of the service – it was called "Hey, Little Moonbeam" and was on the Canadian-American label, and today I own that label and all the masters and eventually that led to my signing with Gerry Granahan and Caprice Records and currently I'm the CEO of that label here in America.” (**Editor’s note: The Independent Record Charts are solely a creation of independent distributors and their newsletters. They have no relation to actual record sales, even to this day.)
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Otto Fuchs: Joey, you have a prolific career of your own – could you tell us about it?


Joey Welz: “All throughout my career with Bill Haley and even later in the ‘60s, ‘70s, ‘80s, and ‘90s and still today, I maintained a recording career. Some of my biggest hits besides "Hey, Little Moonbeam" were my first record on BAT "Boppin' the Stroll" and that has become a very collectable record, "The Mystery Of Love" in 1963 was a hit. Then I recorded "Hey Rattlesnake" for Gametime Records in 1965 and I also wrote a song with Buddy Killen called "Forever" which was a million seller, then in 1966 I co-wrote with Sam The Sham the follow-up to "Wooly Bully" naturally called "Wooly Bully Rides Again" and also during the Comets I recorded a lot with Al Rappa, Dave Holly, Rudy Pompilli and Johnny Kay – two songs were released on Teardrop Records "Baby, Let Your Hair Hang Down" and a song called "You Changed". Also during that time I was able to write a lotta songs that other artists recorded. During my writing career, production career I had songs recorded by Link Wray, Roy Buchanan, produced songs with Danny & The Juniors, Freddy Cannon and Jimmy Jones and currently I am producing with my co-writer and producer Gabriel, The Four Tops for Caprice International.”


Otto Fuchs: Did you know Bill Haley close enough to tell us about his personality?


Joey Welz: “Bill was an unassuming guy, he spoke well, and he did not really know how to deal with the fame and all the fuss that was made over him in the ‘50s and then became quite despondent when he lost the fame due to the popularity of Elvis in the ‘60s and almost became like a hermit. I can remember that during my days, a lot of times Bill didn't like to sign autographs so Rudy Pompilli and myself would actually take the pictures behind the stage there and sign them and give them back to the folks. I think Bill Haley was disappointed that he was forgotten in rock & roll…he truly was the first to give us rock & roll from uniting the rhythm & blues, country, rockabilly music together and was a great rock & roll vocalist, had a very exciting voice, and he was always good to me and we used to talk late at night after the shows about spiritual things. Bill liked me and when he introduced me during the Comets shows he always called me the Baltimore Flash. “


Otto Fuchs: When did you meet Bill Haley for the last time and were you shocked by his untimely death in 1981?


Joey Welz: “The last time I saw Bill was at our filming of the NBC Special in Washington DC. I think it was 1970 or ‘71 at the Cellar Door and he asked me to join him for that and I did. Of course I was shocked to hear of his early death in 1981, and at that particular time I immediately wanted to do something; so I called the Comets back together and we did a show for Tom Snyder at NBC, a TV show all over the country called ‘Tomorrow’ and I was very happy and lucky to get Franny Beecher to join us, and Al Rappa and myself. I was really fortunate and proud to be able to sing a medley of all of Bill's songs because I always had the voice to do the Bill Haley music. I'm a rock & roll blues type shouting type of singer, so I it was really an honor to be able to be in the show. After the show I was told that the switchboards lit up from all over the world – people wanted us back, especially in the USA so we contacted our original agent in Philadelphia; the Jolly Joyce Agency and for the next year I joined Franny Beecher, Ray Parsons, Al Rappa, Dave Holly and we had a sax-player from Baltimore by the name of Jim Robertson who worked with my Comet Revival Band a few years earlier when I featured Al Rappa and Ralph Jones, so we did the tour and it was another highlight for me, playing all over the country and people loved to see us back. During the time of the Comet Revival which I put together especially for the TV show, and later for the tour, I was able to record some music with a few of the Comets again. We did ‘The Hawk Talks’ and a song I wrote called ‘Bring Back The Music’ and it featured Franny Beecher on guitar, and Al Rappa on bass. ‘The Hawk Talks’ was a thing that I wrote with Franny which was a medley of all of his instrumentals on all the Decca recordings. We also recorded ‘The Beverly Hillbillies Theme’ at that time, but it was never released.”


Otto Fuchs: What will the future hold for Joey Welz?


Joey Welz: “As far as the future goes, I am very happy to break the news about the release of ‘Rock Around The Clock Forever’. I became friends with Jimmy E. Myers known as Jimmy DeKnight the original writer of ‘Rock Around The Clock’ and we revised it several times, and he was kind enough to give me a small co-writing share on the revised version. First it was recorded again for ‘Happy Days’, then I did a country version in the 80s, and the rock & roll version in the 90s which was a heavy metal version and all of these got a lot of play, especially in Europe. The last song Jimmy E. Myers and I wrote was ‘Rock Around The Clock Forever’ ironically it was Jimmy E. Myers’ first big song and his last. He had asked me to update it for the young generation, so we did it in a hip hop version and it is featured on the new album which has been released 2003 on Caprice entitled ‘Rock Around The Clock Forever’. The album also has all of the tunes I wrote with Jimmy in the 90s, during my country career like ‘The Nashville Boogie’ and ‘Rock-A-Billy’ and ‘Back To A Better Time’ and also many more that hit the charts. I just received a gold record for a million airplays of our songs in the 90s from Airplay International. (Note: Airplay International was created by independent publishers, using their own charts from a list of indie small stations they send their releases to, and rank the records according to ‘station feedback’, and how much ‘promotion money’ is put behind any given record for additional airplays. The results are then ‘multiplied’ using a formula.)


Also, recently Al Rappa and I got together and wrote a song called the "Comet Dodge Van". I thought it's actually not good to call it ’The Comet’ ‘cause it would be confusing with the Comet car, which was a Ford product. We changed it to the ‘Custom Dodge Van’ – that's the van we all travel in, when I do a few shows now and then with Al Rappa. That particular song was also released on Caprice, and got some country airplay.”


Otto Fuchs: As you know there are currently three different bands out there billing themselves Bill Haley's Comets – what are your thoughts on this?


Joey Welz: “As far as the bands are concerned that call themselves ’The Comets’, as you know Al Rappa and Johnny Lane have the legal rights to the name ‘Bill Haley's Comets’. The other guys that were there that left in 1955 were the ‘Original Comets’ and I love them all.


My favorite line-up, would be to see all of us from the Original Comets; Franny Beecher, along with Dick Richards, Joey D’Ambrosio, Johnny Grande, Marshall Lytle, Al Rappa, John "Bam Bam" Lane and Joey Welz. I'd like to see us all get together for one big show and I hope possibly to be invited to join them for the Madison Square Garden Show coming up in New York City.


In closing I'd like to say that the Original Comets that were first … there [were] Johnny, Joey, Marshall, Dick Richards and the line-up from that era – did I leave somebody out? Joey D’Ambrosio on sax, Marshall Lytle on bass, Dick Richards on drums, Johnny Grande on piano and Franny Beecher. These are the guys that inspired me and I love them. I think that I owe my career in music to the inspiration that they provided, so I'd like to wish them luck; wish Al Rappa luck as my dear friend. He and I roomed together during the years I was with Bill Haley's Comets. I think that there are only a few of us left, and I think that we should all Rock Around The Clock Together Forever. Thank you very much for asking me to share my thoughts on Bill Haley's Comets. This is Joey Welz saying, ‘See You Later Alligator’!”


(Editor’s note: According to other band members present at the time, Joey Welz began on the Comets in 1965 and only stayed for a very short period. There was a lengthy gap between Johnny Grande’s departure and the hiring of Welz.


The Beatles never opened at any time for Bill Haley, but the band met up with them on September 29,1964 at the Odeon Theatre in Manchester, and again on October 9th for a TV show.


According to the Decca session records the pianist at the recording session that produced “Green Door’ was Dave Martin, a studio musician.


The recording of “Rock Around The Clock” for the “Happy Days” TV series did not have Welz’s participation on it.)
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A young Joey Welz on a piano
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Joey Welz in the studio







At the Star Club in Hamburg


Horst Fascher, the manager of the Star Club, decided that the next major American star to play the venue was to be Bill Haley. (Prior to Bill, American rock & roll icon Gene Vincent did an engagement there.) Hamburg, the hometown of the Star Club, was a major port on the North Sea. In Winter though, the temperature can drop alarmingly, and of course there is an enormous transient population of ships' crews. Not surprisingly, Hamburg has become the center of the sex industry in Germany, with the infamous Reeperbahn in the “red light” district. And way back in the 1960s, it was the Mecca for British beat acts and American rock & roll stars.


Next to the docks, and right in the middle of the red light district, rock & roll and beat music always had a large following. Not only the sailors and tourists enjoyed the entertainment, but also many local youngsters took the chance to see some hard working rock acts. Famous rock & rollers to play the venue were Gene Vincent, Bill Haley & His Comets, Little Richard, Jerry Lee Lewis, Ray Charles, Brenda Lee, Johnny & The Hurricanes, Johnny Kidd & The Pirates, Wee Willie Harris, Fats Domino, Vince Taylor, Joey Dee, Tony Sheridan, Billy J. Kramer, Screaming Lord Sutch, The Everly Brothers, Chubby Checker, Tommy Roe, Chuck Berry, Bo Diddley, the Searchers and Jimi Hendrix, to name a few.


Horst Fascher dedicated a chapter in his book “Let the Good Times Roll” to the Bill Haley engagement. Fascher recalls in the book how the booking of Bill and His Comets came to be: “For our second big star we had to dig much deeper into our pockets, Bill Haley asked for his two-week long engagement, thirty eight thousand Deutsch Marks, even though that he was touring with his Comets the US soldier clubs in Germany, and that his big days were behind him. Haley, one of the founders of Rock & Roll, with his cover of ‘Rock Around The Clock’ landing the first worldwide rock hit, was also one of the first losers to the ‘new sound’. At far over thirty, he was missing the sex appeal and the ‘hip-ness’ of an Elvis Presley, to remain popular with the youngsters. We didn’t care. Haley, still a big name, would fill up the Star-Club for two weeks, we were sure about this. We booked Haley again (after Gene Vincent) over the Don Arden Agency. Arden sent his tour manager Henry Henroid to Hamburg, who was present at all gigs which went through his office. Henroid asked for a part of the fee, four thousand Deutsch Marks, in advance. Weissleder (the ‘big man’ behind the Star Club) gave him the money in his office. Henroid was counting, when Weissleder, without saying a word, took out his pistol from his draw and gave a shot above Henroid’s head into an old typewriter! It banged and rang. Henry was almost relieving his bladder into his pants, as he later confessed to me. ‘This is what happens, if you hop with the money and Bill Haley doesn’t show up!’ Weissleder said, as dry as a bone. Manfred was really a nice guy, but with money he was not a person to be messed around with. That’s the only way to the top, in St. Pauli. As Bill had a fear of flying, he came by train from Frankfurt to Hamburg. Ali, the second managing director, Henry Henroid, and even Weissleder were awaiting him in the afternoon, at the train station. The train came in, but Haley wasn’t to be seen anywhere. Manfred (Weissleder) looked at us in a moody way, and gave us already a sign to circle Henry Henroid, whose sweat was dripping off his forehead. What was with Bill?, we asked him. He didn’t know, but would phone Frankfurt, ‘…maybe he missed the train’, he uttered. We walked up the stairs, always walking around Henroid, with Weissleder following us 2 meters from behind. Up at the station, we discussed what was to be done. Suddenly, Weissleder saw a shadow, and then the person it belonged to. It was unmistakably Haley with the one and only curl on his forehead. But from where had he come from? The explanation was easy: Bill came from the last compartment–that’s why we didn’t see him, and he used a different flight of stairs to the station’s exit. We were relieved, especially Henry. I’ve never seen a man that relieved. We had booked rooms for Bill and the Comets in the Hotel Pacific at the new horse market, not far from the club. It was simple, but okay, because Bill was a very modest person.”


The line-up of the band was: Bill Haley (vocal & rhythm guitar), Rudy Pompilli (saxophone), Billy Williamson (steel guitar), Johnny Grande (piano), Al Rappa (bass), Johnny Kay (lead guitar) and Dave Holly (drums). The repertoire of Bill Haley & His Comets at the Star Club in 1962, consisted of the following songs:




	
Shake, Rattle & Roll (vocal, Bill Haley)


	
I Can’t Stop Loving You (vocal, Bill Haley)


	
Rock-A-Beatin’ Boogie (vocal, Bill Haley)


	
Rudy’s Rock (Instrumental)


	
Ko Ko Mo (vocal, Al Rappa)


	
Ooh! Look-A There, Ain’t She Pretty (vocal, Bill Haley)


	
Honky Tonk (Instrumental)


	
Skinny Minnie (vocal, Bill Haley)


	
Lover (Instrumental featuring Dave Holly)


	
Kansas City (vocal, Rudy Pompilli)


	
Feelin’ Happy (vocal, Bill Williamson)


	Rock Around The Clock (vocal, Bill Haley)


	
The Saints Rock & Roll (vocal, Bill Haley)


	
Charmaine (vocal, Bill Haley)


	
Razzle Dazzle (vocal, Bill Haley)


	
Speedy Gonzales (vocal, Al Rappa)


	
Peppermint Twist (vocal, Johnny Kay)


	
Blueberry Hill (vocal, Bill Haley)


	
Tequila (Instrumental featuring Rudy Pompilli


	
Rip It Up (vocal, Bill Haley)


	
Spanish Twist (vocal, Bill Haley)


	
Burn That Candle (vocal, Bill Haley)


	
See You Later, Alligator (vocal, Bill Haley)


	
ABC Boogie (vocal, Bill Haley)


	
Caldonia (vocal, Bill Haley)





Horst Fascher also mentioned in an interview, the act which opened for Bill at the Star Club: “They did the usual two shows at The Star Club. The first one was from 9 to 10 and then the second from 12 to 1 o’clock. As opening act at that time, we had Gerry & The Pacemakers, Tony Sheridan & The Beat Brothers and the Searchers. We booked them for two weeks …”


Hugh McCallum, then just assigned by Bill Haley to run his International Fan Club, also recalls the Hamburg days as “happy days”: “Horst (Fascher) was the guy assigned to ‘look after’ Bill, and he took us ‘out on the town’ two or three nights. Happy memories! Horst had access to a long white 1962 Lincoln Continental (which presumably Manfred Weissleder owned) and he drove us around some of the days, though Bill was ‘shocked’ (jokingly) when, one night, we went, after the Comets show, to several clubs in the early hours of the morning where they showed private porno movies and private live porno and there – in the movies…was the same car! All a bit of fun.”
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Horst Fascher with Bill Haley





Hugh McCallum had financed his “trip of a lifetime” for himself so that he could spend a week in the company of Bill Haley & His Comets. Hugh, who in that year took care of Bill’s Fan Club, found that he and Bill got on like the proverbial “house on fire”, and they forged a relationship to an extent which exceeded Hugh’s wildest dreams and which blossomed into a deep lifelong friendship. Johnny Grande remembered that Bill would always set a faster tempo live than on recordings, even changing tempo during songs. Bill would always play loud rhythm guitar on stage to give him something he could hang his vocals on, and sometimes the Comets tried to unplug him.


There was little worry of rioting at the Star Club, but Fascher just took a little extra care, as he remembered: “Naturally, we all recalled Haley’s concert, four years prior, at which the Ernst Merck Hall was demolished. We needed better security arrangements, even though that the case lay differently. At our club, people could dance as wildly as they wished. But we still were cautious. We provided security personnel at the emergency exits, which we didn’t do usually, and put more bouncers on the door.” Fascher also recalled the stage show of Bill Haley & His Comets: “Bill himself didn’t move that much on stage. He stood there with his guitar, in front of the microphone, sang and grinned…but the Comets really put some ‘oomph’ into it. Especially the double bass man, Al Rappa. It was sheer unbelievable, what wrenches ‘The Walking Bass Player’ did with his huge instrument. He lay on his back, put the bass with his feet up, the exceptional sax man Rudy Pompilli jumped on it, and Al was still playing it, with the right notes. That, we only knew from the newsreels or the cinema.”


Fascher also recalled the echo in the press, which was not necessarily positive: “The press seemed to confuse all of that with the Radetzky-March: ‘Bill Haley does not bring anything new, oldie’– The Hamburg Morning News wrote. Rock & Roll wouldn’t go anymore, the twist was the new thing, was the tenor of the article. The writer of this, even in them times, (in a) pathetic forty lines, confused two dances with a musical style. And went on: ‘Some howled, some applauded. But the excitement soon went away into boredom.’ Bollocks! Obviously, you couldn’t expect that with an already little stout thirty six year old, girls would pass out … but all in all?…The club was filled for two weeks. The atmosphere was not ecstatic, but still terrific. Least-wise for a change, we received a positive feedback of the police, in the MOPO (police newspaper): ‘The owner of the club had taken care of all security measurements and organized the event greatly’, a spokesman for the police said.”


Horst also took care to ensure that Bill and the Comets were well looked after: “I put a thirty liter barrel for Bill and his combo in their wardrobe, as requested. Two days later, it was only a twenty liter barrel. They had a good sip. Although I must say, they also invited other musicians into their wardrobe. One evening after his second show, Bill came to me, already tipsy and told me: “Horst, when we are on tour and one of us celebrates his birthday, he has to go ‘into the arena’, he said. ‘Okay man, have fun.’ Again, I didn’t know at all, what he meant. ‘And, can you help us?’ he asked. ‘I would like to, if knew what you wanted.’ I replied. ‘Okay, I understand: ‘Into the arena’, means one of us has to make a ‘show-fuck’. And our bass player Al Rappa has his birthday today. It’s his turn! Could you get us a girl for that?’ ‘Alright, you should have said that straight away. No problem.’ For a thing like that, I obviously could not get a decent girl. I didn’t want to. I passed the Monika Bar, nearby at our club. And I got me an idea … the woman I came back with, was styled like Marilyn Monroe and called herself that name. Tall, blonde and well, big boobs, she followed me on her high heels. We went to the dressing room, where Bill was waiting with his guys. I dimmed the lights, put a table in the middle of the room, and asked everyone to take a seat. Marilyn moved in between the chairs, and smiled lasciviously, then laid herself on the table. The boys applauded. Al started to kiss her everywhere, slow and tender. He enjoyed it for all to see. And now also Marilyn began to groan, not showing off…there were real feelings involved. Then he shed her phenomenal breasts, and the crowd roared. Marilyn held her pubic area with both hands. Al in the beginning thought that this belonged to the game, and tried to get in between her legs, in a convulsive way: ‘Horst, doesn’t she know what will happen here?’ he asked me in English, which Marilyn didn’t understand. ‘I want to begin, but she won’t give me a chance.’ ‘Oh, she will, just continue, Al’, I said. I wanted to bid up to strength, before the bomb would go off. After a few minutes, I told her: ‘Marilyn, please take your hand away!’ Al had waited for that moment, and eagerly put his head between her legs. Only half a second later, he turned around and staring in disbelief said: ‘I don’t believe it….she has a cock!!!’ Deathful silence…they all stared at me in disbelief. I felt queasy. That was too much, I feared…you leaned too far out the window, you can’t do that with people like that! It was Bill who laughed the first. And then everyone burst out into laughter. For minutes everyone laughed, some jumped in the air like little children. They still couldn’t believe it, which made it even funnier for them. Now everyone wanted to touch her breasts. One after the other they touched her and told her what wonderful tits she had. She felt a little uncomfortable. So I gave her her clothes back, so she could get dressed again. We invited her for a glass of wine, which she refused. And she left very fast. As soon as she was gone, the laughing started again. Everyone again repeated the words: ‘Have you seen her, Al?? …’, and so on. I then went to the Monika Bar, the best and best known transvestite club in the red-light district. I thanked Monika, as she had made it possible, and of course I thanked Marilyn, who I gave fifty Deutsch Marks to. She told me that Al was a good looking guy and that he could come back alone, if he wished. As I told him in the club, the laughter wouldn’t stop. As Bill finished his engagement, Bill bid me farewell with the words: ‘Horst, we won’t forget your prank no matter where we may be in the world. If one of us has to go ‘in an arena’, we will think of you!’ To complete this chapter, Klaus Kettner of the Bill Haley Museum shall have the last word: “The owner of the Star club as Manfred Weissleder; It was Weissleder who sent Roy Young to the UK and it was Young who arranged the deal with Don Arden that Haley played at the Star Club.”




An Interview with the “Walking Bass Man” Al Rappa
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Al Rappa (double bass) and Bill Haley performing in Mexico





Otto Fuchs: “Al, where and when were your born and what were your early musical influences?”


Al Rappa: “I was born in South Philadelphia, on April 20th 1927. My instrument was the trumpet. I went to Nashbaum Musical School; I was taught many instruments, and also how to write music.”


Otto Fuchs: “What were the bands you worked in, before joining Bill Haley & the Comets?”


Al Rappa: “I was the leader of my own band, a five piece band named The Rifftats. We were a show band, and going strong.”


Otto Fuchs: “When, did you meet Bill Haley the first time? And how did it come to pass that you became a full fledged member of the Comets, replacing Al Pompilli in 1959?”


Al Rappa: “I knew Haley since the 1940s. We grew up together; he had his bands, and I had mine. Bill used to call me up, when Al Rex could not make a show…that was when the band transformed into a rock & roll band. Then one day, Bill asked me to come to Wildwood New Jersey. Al Pompilli didn’t want to travel anymore, and I went there and was hired right on the spot. That’s where I started with Bill Haley, in 1958, Diamond Beach, Wildwood New Jersey…”


Otto Fuchs: “The first album you recorded with Bill Haley & His Comets was the Decca release ‘Strictly Instrumental’ (released December 14th, 1959), followed up with ‘Bill Haley & The Comets’, a collection of twelve great rock & roll songs (WB), and ‘Haley’s Juke Box’, a country & western LP, for Warner Brothers Records in 1960. Would you like to tell us about those long plays?”


Al Rappa: “After we were done with the ‘Strictly Instrumental’ album, which had ‘Skokiaan’, ‘Joey’s Song’, ‘Music! Music! Music!’, ‘Mack The Knife’, the best album for Decca Records, where I also played trombone (‘Skokiaan’), Bill tried to go back, doing country. He wanted to do it, real badly…it was so good that when songs of that album (Haley’s Juke Box) were played on the radio. People didn’t believe it was us….but the record didn’t do nothing. We did ‘Detour’, and all the country songs. What happened at Warner was, times had changed, but Bill wouldn’t change, and when he started to change there, it was too late. They were great recordings, but not becoming hits, really.”




[image: ]


Al Rappa (bass), Rudy Pompilli (saxophone), Bill Haley (vocal & rhythm guitar), Johnny Kay (lead guitar), Nick Nastos aka Masters (steel guitar) Dave Holly (hidden-drums)





Otto Fuchs: “In the 1960s, you appeared in three Mexican movies? What recollections of filming across the border, do you have?”


Al Rappa: “We made three movies which were in Spanish. In Mexico City, we stayed there a whole year. We had a show due in Mexico, and we didn’t know how to get there. So Bill hired three cars…with three race drivers! We drove to that job with high speed…thought we would die on the road, but we made it to that job, unbelievably.”


Otto Fuchs: “Also in the sixties, Bill Haley met his future wife Martha Velasco-Haley; do you remember where and when they met, and how they fell in love?”


Al Rappa: “We mostly played night theatres in Mexico City, and she was a friend of one of the promoters. So Bill got to know her, and they fell in love. And she became his wife.”
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Rudy Pompilli (saxophone), Bill Haley (vocal & rhythm guitar), Nick Nastos aka Masters (lead guitar) and Al Rappa (bass) in 1969





Otto Fuchs: “You also appeared with Bill Haley & His Comets on ‘American Bandstand’. Could you recall that performance, and would you like to comment on the show’s host, Dick Clark?”


Al Rappa: “We were a show band, doing comedy routines, not only just being there doing our songs. We were there on a regular basis. Dick Clark thought us to be the best band, and that’s how it became to be.”


Otto Fuchs: “You scored many hits for the Orfeon label in Mexico, to name one, ‘Florida Twist’, which became the biggest selling single of Latin America. Could you let us in on Bill Haley & His Comets’ recording career in Mexico?”


Al Rappa: “Most of the songs Bill sung were in Spanish. We did (the) twist: ‘Florida Twist’ was all over the charts in Latin America. So when Chubby Checker went to Mexico, Bill was already known as ‘The King of Twist’! (laughs). And Chubby Checker was told, ‘No, you’re not The King of Twist’! We were big in Mexico with our material on Orfeon and our movies made down there, although those recordings didn’t make any impact over the border. We had a good time down there, playing all over Mexico, including Acapulco.”


Otto Fuchs: “In the sixties, you were on the same bill with many bands of the British Invasion, such as The Walker Brothers, Manfred Mann, The Pretty Things, The Spencer Davis Group, to name a few. It was reported that those acts could not follow Bill Haley & His Comets on stage…simply because the audience would not let you go, if you were on the bill before them. Would you like to recall that, even though they were in the charts during that time, contrary to Bill Haley & His Comets?”


Al Rappa: “We were a show band; I did a punch line routine. I did a medley dressed as Maria Pepperoni, a lot of comedy, the walking bass routine, which I had originated when I was fifteen, and Al Rex used to come to see me…and then do the act with Bill Haley. We were booked all over England, Germany, Holland and France. We still recorded, but we were making much more income overseas, for our live shows. All over the world, we were known for ‘Rock Around The Clock’. We befriended the Beatles in 1961 in Germany.”


(Note: Bill Haley & His Comets did not play The Star Club in Hamburg in 1961, but 1962 – and did not meet the Beatles there, as the band was at that time, in England.)


Otto Fuchs: “Please recall a typical Bill Haley & The Comets show, with some of the songs played, and the stage antics of yours and Rudy Pompilli.”


Al Rappa: “Everybody liked Rudy. He and I used to do a lot of things together. We had a good time; during our act we walked the bar for instance. (Playing the instruments).”


Otto Fuchs: “Others more or less came and went in the Comets, but you stayed for ten years, Rudy Pompilli even for twenty one years. Were you two more loyal to Bill, or what other reason did you have, staying in the band for so long?”


Al Rappa: “Some people like to travel, some not. You had to be a travelin’ man. That’s how it worked. And sometimes the line up of a band has to be changed. Just standing up there, and playing doesn’t mean anything…you have to perform, give a show. We had a good one at The Royal Albertt Hall, London in 1968. People still remember me from those days.”


Otto Fuchs: “You also performed at the legendary Star Club in Hamburg, Germany. Please tell us about that engagement? Any special memories to share?”


Al Rappa: “Johnny Grande was on piano, Ed Ward on drums; Johnny Kay on lead guitar, Nick Masters (Nastos) was on steel guitar, Rudy Pompilli, of course on sax, and Bill Haley. The Beatles were the house band. The owner had a bottle of wine for each member of the band placed in the shower room, we didn’t drink much. But we were treated with great respect. Once, an ice cream cone fell from the balcony on stage, hitting Bill’s guitar, we thought it to be funny. At the Star Club, the Beatles were the opening act. John Lennon used to send me postcards letting me know of new recordings he had released. We were good friends with the Beatles, singing harmony with them backstage. John gave me silver and gold bass stings.”


Otto Fuchs: “Do you still remember the day Bill Haley died, and what affect did it have on you?”


Al Rappa: “When Rudy died, Bill didn’t feel right. They were real good friends, Bill stopped working. Bill was a nice guy to work with, he kept me in the band all the years, took real care of me. Guess he faded away…like so many.”


Otto Fuchs: “In 1981, Bill Haley’s Comets reunited, what was the line up then, and what is the line up of Bill Haley’s Comets today?”


Al Rappa: “When Bill died, we all went to New York to the Tom Snyder Show; we had Franny Beecher (lead guitar), Dave Holly (drums), Ray Parsons (rhythm guitar), Joey Welz (piano) plus Jim Robertson (saxophone).”


Otto Fuchs: “You are still in the music biz, what is going on for you currently?”


Al Rappa: “We are still continuing the image of Bill Haley with a clean cut band in tuxedos. We still do ‘The Saints Rock & Roll’, where I also play trumpet. I still do the walking bass act; I still drive the drummer, and push the band. We are still doing ‘Rudy’s Rock’, with double bass. I have the lights turned up, so I can see the audience’s reaction, and walk through them…have audience participation.”


Otto Fuchs: “What are the future goals for Al Rappa? What does he still want to achieve?”


Al Rappa: “I want to go real big, like I used to be. I want to enjoy life. We just returned from shows in New Mexico. We have a worldwide television show coming up in May 2010. I think we are still going, I won’t leave it…we got a good future ahead.”
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Bill Haley and Al Rappa arriving at a tour stop in Argentina





(Editor’s note: Al Rappa did not invent the bass routine, as it was used already before, though he added considerably to it, climbing up onto the upper bout of the instrument; and walking out into the audience with it. Also. As pointed out in the Joey Welz interview, the Beatles did not appear on the Star Club Shows with Bill Haley)




Bill Haley & the Swinging Sixties
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Bill Haley in a London Club in 1968





“Every successful artist represents the tip of an iceberg, or the serene body of the swan floating above its paddling feet.” Chris Gardner concluded in his story in which he lifted the lid on Bill Haley’s business practices. In Bill Haley’s case, everyone wanted a piece of the action: managers, agents, promoters, the Internal Revenue Service and even the Mafia. Every dollar generated in record sales or live appearances was subject to percentages being deducted and shares being due to an army of individuals.


Only a small percentage of the gross went into the artist’s pocket.


Bill Haley quickly realized the value of owning as much of the action as possible and established a remarkable network of business relationships. Some of them were rather crazy, and some desperate. In 1950, Bill Haley teamed up with Johnny Grande and Billy Williamson to form The Saddlemen, who had their first gig on January 1st 1950. Jim Myers, a local music publisher and record label owner, booked Haley into a two week residency at the Spigot Café in Philadelphia. On January 24th 1950, a few weeks after shaking hands with Johnny and Billy, Bill Haley signed Jack Howard as his “personal manager and publicity agent”. Howard received a basic 10 percent commission, with the percentage being increased as the fees increased.


On April 21st 1950, Bill signed an exclusive booking contract with Jolly Joyce ($200 for Sundays, $150 for Saturdays and weekdays, within a 100 mile radius). Bill Haley would continue an association with the Jolly Joyce agency for most of the rest of his career, occasionally falling out and parting company, before making up and getting back together. Johnny Grande, the treasurer of the partnership died in 2006, before he was able to write down how the Haley empire worked.


Haley historian Chris Gardner assumes that the Haley empire worked this way: As far as live appearances were concerned, Jolly Joyce and Jack Howard would take their percentages. The remainder would go into the corporation. Musicians and other bills would be paid by the corporation. The profit was then shared by the partners. During the band’s heyday, the Christmas parties were enlivened by the payment of bonuses to the salaried Comets (Frank Beecher, Al Rex and Rudy Pompilli).


It was in early 1955 when Bill Haley, Johnny Grande and Billy Williamson formalized their five year old partnership by setting up Bill Haley & His Comets, Inc. Lord Jim Ferguson, their business manager, also became a partner. Frank Pingatore was put in charge of day to day business, then replaced later by Bob Hayes when Pingatore started to work with the Jodimars. Hayes started in March 1956, as Valley Brook’s Midwest representative and soon became an integral part of the organization, ultimately receiving the title “musical director”. At the end of the 1950s, Hayes was sued by Bill Haley for stealing recordings from Haley issuing them under different names. Several Comets, including Rudy Pompilli, recorded the tracks “Haunted Sax” and “Jelly Bean”, which were released on the Chess label as “The Nite Caps”. Bill Haley blamed Bob Hayes for stealing them and sacked him. Hayes declared that the tracks issued on Chess were re-recordings. It is not known how this was resolved. Johnny Grande maintained to his dying day, that at the time he left, everything had been squared up and all debts paid off.


This was not to be the case with Bill Haley’s personal tax situation, nor his personal debts. Grande also did not have any recollections of anyone not being paid. The first rumor of this being the case, came up after the South American tour of 1958 when Al Rex quit the Comets. The publishing companies were often blamed for not having paid royalties. Ronnie Bonner, the composer of “Hook Line And Sinker” said that he never received royalties for this song. He was told that all the records were destroyed in a fire. Milt Gabler, who produced Bill Haley from 1954 until 1960 for Decca Records only once ever received a royalty check for $38, which according to him, bounced.


Bill Haley transferred his publishing companies to Jack Howard in 1968, when a major re-arrangement of his business assets was made. Following Howard’s death in the mid ‘70s, they continued to be run by Rex Zario, who faithfully transmitted royalty checks to Bill Haley, to whatever was the latest address he had for him. Bill Haley appreciated it very much to be surrounded by people who handled his business for him. He felt safest in the company of people he knew. Twenty people were employed by him during his heyday, many of them doing menial tasks. Many carried only the management job titles and received salaries.


Bill Haley & His Comets Inc. purchased an elegant three-story building at 129 East Fifth Street in Chester, Pennsylvania, (since demolished) to house the business empire, which moved during May 1955 at the same time the Valley Brook Publishing Company was founded. Each of the partners had an office and there was a recording studio in the basement, with the companies the Clymax Record label and International Artist and Management Agency, plus the publishing companies Valley Brook (ASCAP) and Sea Breeze (BMI) operating from there. Bill’s desk was on an elevated platform and next to it hung a picture of him shaking hands with Elvis Presley. The company was well aware of the benefits of diversification, and invested in a sheet metal factory (which, while mainly manufacturing urinals, outfitted the Comets’ tour bus), an art gallery and a talent agency. But none of these investments turned a profit.


In 1958, Bill was told that the Comets themselves, were the only profitable outfit in the whole enterprise. In April and May 1958, while Bill Haley & His Comets were on tour in South America, Jack Howard was taking care of business in the States. He banked $382.40 in royalties, which had come from BMI for Sea Breeze Music Inc., but unfortunately he had to pay a tax bill and make a payment for “compensation”. When in July of ‘58, the local Chester-Philadelphia newspaper reported that the “Bill Haley-Lord Jim Art Gallery” was to be located in a renovated store where Haley worked as a grocery delivery boy as a child, one wonders if the investment the enterprise made: ($57,000 to renovate; 200 paintings for $47,000; $7,000 for the store, which was only a mile from Melody Manor; all in all $120,000) were ever recouped. The gallery, which opened on schedule on the 21st of October 1958, first showcased pictures by local painter H. Reynolds Thomas. Gallery hours were 9:30am to 9pm Monday through Saturday and 12:30pm to 9pm on Sundays. Some paintings featured musicians such as Elvis Presley, Johnnie Ray, Louis Armstrong and Bill Haley himself. A guess is that the gallery was financed by loans. Surviving from the records of those days are a series of checks drawn on the Comets Inc. bank account at regular intervals for amounts around $60,000 payable to the Fidelity Bank, which indicates major borrowing to finance the investments and to keep the outfit afloat.


On October 2nd, 1958, while Bill Haley & His Comets were on tour in Europe, Lord Jim Ferguson spent $50, 000 and bought a collection of pavement art paintings for the art gallery, charging them to Bill Haley’s hotel account. Bill ordered him to sell the paintings straight back, but they only raised $5,000, so Ferguson was promptly sent back home in disgrace. The Comets, with a number of their concerts cancelled because of the sudden death of the Pope, became stranded in Italy with no means of paying their bills or of getting home. Haley wired Ferguson to tell him to raise money and wire $50,000 to their hotel in Paris later that week. Haley’s relief is heard on a live recording issued on Big Beat Records, telling the French audience how good it is “finally to see your beautiful city”. But that relief was short-lived, as the tour became a financial disaster and when Bill returned home, he had found out that Ferguson had obtained the money from the local Mafia.
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The next few years, Bill repaid his loan and the extortionate interest completely, but as his finances declined, he completely wrecked his personal and corporate finances. Ferguson continued to run the art gallery, under his name alone, until 1967. He lived his last days out in a modest trailer homer and died of a heart attack-stroke combination at the age of 64 in 1969.


It is all too easy to lay the blame for Bill Haley’s downfall at Ferguson’s feet. He was bad at business and was more of an enthusiast than a professional. But few people who knew him have said a bad word about him.


Haley went into another love-hate relationship with his European Manger Patrick Malynn, who took care of business from 1966 until 1981. Haley said about him: “Nicer men were hanged at Nuremberg.” In the early 1950s, Bill Haley had signed briefly with Joe Glaser (who also handled Louis Armstrong). This proved to be a short-lived failure which only resulted in Bill being booked into a smart jazz bar in Chicago, which he was bodily removed from, as he later remembered. So Bill Haley stayed with the Jolly Joyce Agency, finally falling out with it in 1974, when he broke the terms of the deal by working for another agent, Jeff Beils of the William Stephan Agency in Seattle, Washington; and now under the new management of Merve Goldstein from Los Angeles.


This was for a tour of the northern west coast of the United States and Canada. The main reason for working with a different agent was that Jolly Joyce continued selling him cheaply, despite Haley’s ever-increasing TV and film success and overall visibility in the US. Merve Goldstein and Beils got Bill Haley a fee ten times higher than the one he was being sold for by Joyce and Richard Nader. Bill, during this time, was now being managed by Merve Goldstein, who was enthusiastic of rebuilding his career and also talked about getting the band to revert to the old instrumentation, including upright bass, piano and steel guitar. In a late night discussion with Bill Turner, Freddie Moore and Ray Parsons, Merve Goldstein laid out his plan, as to exactly how he intended to upgrade Bill’s show, to take it all to the next level…and all the impending offers that were waiting in the wings, such as the tour of South Africa; an established venue in Las Vegas where Bill would appear regularly as the headliner, as well as offers to guest host the “Midnight Special” prime time TV show, among other high visibility celebrity television appearances. Additional details included the band members to be put on a year-round salary, with regular rehearsals and a new array of stage costumes.


According to Bill Turner: “Merve certainly had a concise and well thought out plan. He was young, and he certainly did have the Hollywood connections and power necessary to make it all happen. Merve even said that he could easily squash the lawsuit with Jolly Joyce, with the top-gun attorneys he routinely worked through! Prior to that spring ’74 UK tour, it was Merve who booked that equally successful Australian tour earlier that year, and he even played a part in getting ‘Rock Around The Clock’ into the film ‘American Graffiti’ several years earlier. Despite all the other late 70s plans trying to revive and re-invent Bill Haley, Merve Goldstein was the only one capable of accomplishing for Haley, the same thing that was accomplished for Roy Orbison’s career in the 1980s!”


Joyce then sold his contract to Sandra Shekell (trading as Sandra Joyce Hart), who in that way, inherited the dispute. While Bill Haley was in the UK in December 1976, she won the court case and Bill owed her $240,000. How this was resolved is unknown, but since July 1974, Bill Haley never worked in the United States again, remaining active in South America, Europe and South Africa until his untimely death in February of 1981.


On tour in Germany in 1976, after a concert and back at the hotel, Bill Haley spent three hours in conversation with his lead guitarist Bill Turner, and told him among other things, the story of his relationship with the Mafia. Haley’s career was never as much in the control of the Mafia as, for example, that of the Rat Pack. Bill had handled things remarkably coolly and emerged relatively unscathed once he had settled the debt, even forming a long time relationship with the man who was his main contact in the Mafia.


During the period of the early 1960s, Bill had moved out of Melody Manor, was separated, but never legally divorced from his second wife Cuppy, and lived in an apartment in Providence, Rhode Island. He was burdened with the Mafia loan, and his Decca royalties had been attached by the Internal Revenue. Also, his deal with Warner Brothers records, with a $50,000 advance, was unproductive and had come to an early end. He was now appearing in far smaller venues, such as supper clubs, than in his stadium hey days. Many of the club owners were connected with gangsters or were themselves, gangsters.


It was in one such club that Haley met and made friends with Ralph Carluca, whose involvement with the syndicate was peddling bogus name-brand watches and other “hot” items usually hijacked from trucks and ships. Bill was drinking at the time and liked to hang out and throw money around, as did Carluca. Ralph took Bill to all-night card games, hangouts and after-hours clubs, and Bill was treated as a celebrity again and also as a “revenue opportunity”. Carluca and Haley got along well, each one respecting the other’s place in the scheme of things. With his income dwindling, Bill Haley was now given the opportunity to pay off the loan made by Lord Jim Ferguson, by appearing in Las Vegas. He thus became a frequent visitor to “sin city” in the early 1960s. Yet, he now had to function as that of a lounge show-band, and whereas before the band was used to one show a night, it was now working for a full week at five shows per night. The band was on or above the union scale, while the bosses kept the real money, and the profits made were in the name of Bill Haley.


When the offer to repay this way came in, Bill used Carluca to make arrangements and break the ice. Despite the fact that he was dealing with some hardened operators, Bill Haley & His Comets were treated professionally. All they had to do, was to do the job they were being paid to do. After a certain time into the engagement, Bill was invited to a meeting. The Mafia operatives were about to make him an offer he couldn’t refuse. Bill described to Bill Turner how he was led through the hotel to a private area and into a boardroom, describing the scene as something straight out of “The Godfather” movie. Seated around the board were several smart-suited “businessmen”, just like a genuine board meeting: “Sit down, we want to discuss something with you…” they said.


Bill must have been pretty scared, and at this point was trying not to show it, and desperately wanting to clear the debt while not getting too deeply involved. The offer proposed to Bill, was that they would open a nationwide chain of mob-owned supper clubs under the general name of the “Rock Around the Clock Lounge”. Bill Haley & His Comets would work the circuit on a year round basis, and they would get a share of the action. Bill was given time to consider, but he was worried sick: “How can I say ‘no’ to these people?” He could see that it would mean that he was totally owned by the Mob, like Frank Sinatra. After long discussions with his new wife Martha, and Rudy Pompilli, Bill came up with the brainwave that he would turn another current problem into a solution.


A week later, when taken into the same boardroom, Bill gave his answer: “Look, this sounds like a great deal to me … and I thank you for considering me in this. But I have to be 100% honest here: I’m being investigated by the federal government, the IRS is watching every cent I make, and I just can’t be seen with you guys. It would bring the FBI down on ALL of us, and let’s face it…none of us need that!” This appears to have convinced the “Chairman of the Board” who, after a moment of silence, replied: “OK, I see. If you ever change your mind … you know where to find us!” Bill, a mighty relieved man, completed his contract in Vegas and parted company with the Mob for good.


His following engagements may have been associated with paying off the loan: May 1962, three weeks at El Cortez; July 1963, The Nevada Club; August 1963, three weeks at the Showboat, which reportedly was “packed solid”, earning a contract for another couple of three week stints before July 1964. Also, a number of recordings might have been made as repayment, too. Rudy Pompilli told Bill Turner that the “Twisting Nights at the Roundtable” album on Roulette Records was “done as a favor for the mob”. The four tracks for Gone Records in 1961 seem to qualify too (“Spanish Twist”, “My Kind Of Woman”, “War Paint” and “Riviera”.), and also the album “Rock Around The Clock King” recorded in January 1964 and released on Guest Star Records.


Bill was probably told which songs to record, and the predominance of Italianate sounding writer credits is notable, with frequent re-issuing of the tracks on different labels, sometimes under the mysterious name “Scott Gregory”. This was done to maximize the return on the investment. Bill did remain in good terms with his Mob connections, both Morris Levy (and Lew Levy* while he was alive) would periodically send him their regards, through one of his European associates. And the relationship could be useful, too. Carluca once put pressure on a guy who was trying to “move in” on Rudy Pompilli’s girlfriend. The guy packed his bags and left town after receiving “a visit”.


Bill Haley explained to Bill Turner: “I make a million dollars … and I spent a million dollars.” Whereas Rudy Pompilli “was just the opposite. He saved and saved and saved everything he made; he lived in that big house down there and still lived out of a suitcase … Martha and I did all the decorating in that place for him.” *Haley also explained to Turner, as to who the mysterious Lew Levy was; a “connected” figure, and brother to the dreaded Morris Levy, who was deeply involved with the New York Mob…and was the president of Roulette Records. Lew Levy was also a jazz drummer, which was how Haley first came to know him. Lew Levy had been murdered at the Birdland club in the late 1950s, and Morris Levy allegedly had personally taken revenge on his brother’s killer, by stabbing him in the stomach!


As the new year of 1960 dawned over Melody Manor, Bill Haley’s thoughts and expectations might have turned as to what the new decade would bring. He had given the annual Christmas party for his staff and the Comets and their wives, even though it was not as extravagant as the previous ones. No question, however, there was less enthusiasm than in 1955 and 1956 when he was still the most requested and highest paid entertainer in the world. But there was still hope. At the end of 1959, he had signed a contract with the new recording division of Warner Brothers, giving him a guarantee of $150,000 for a five year period with five percent royalties paid and an advance payment of $50,000 paid straight into his pocket. He still had his band, with mainly the same musicians, which had backed him in the glory days. His wife, Joan Barbara “Cuppy” Cupchak, was pregnant and would give birth to a fourth son to be named Scott. But dark clouds seemed to be looming on the horizon.


After working five years with Milt Gabler and Decca, Bill’s contract was not renewed. A collaboration, which had begun on April 12th 1954 with the recordings of “Rock Around The Clock” and “Thirteen Women”, came to a close when the Comets recorded their final Decca album “Strictly Instrumental” in September of 1959. Bill’s interest in that LP seemed slight, as he did not contribute a lot to the final Decca long play by Bill Haley & His Comets. Artistically, though, the album was a huge success, as the Comets were given a lot of liberty and produced an LP which contained two hit singles; namely “Joey’s Song” (1959) and “Skokiaan” (1960). New Years Eve also brought good intentions for the next year. What Bill Haley’s were, remained unknown, but maybe they included a new musical direction for a new decade, which was something some Haley fans might have expected, since the LP’s “Rockin’ The Oldies” and “Rockin’ Around The World” were rather light-hearted adaptations of the hits.


Of course, there had been strong songs in 1959, most notably “Where Did You Go Last Night?”, but was Haley capable of repeating this without the help of Milt Gabler and more importantly, would his songs sell without the heavy promotion of Decca Records? Bill’s first work for Warner Brothers was a recording session scheduled for January 7th 1960. The outcome was a catchy instrumental, capitalizing on the last Haley hit “Skokiaan”, titled “Tamiami”. This was released as the A-side alongside a great country ballad cover of George Morgan’s “Candy Kisses” (which Bill had first cut as far back as 1949). Both songs appeared briefly and climbed for a short while into the upper 90s spot of Billboard’s Hot 100. Another title recorded at this session was “Happy Homer” an advertisement theme for Staggs houses. “Happy Homer” was the mascot of the company.


The Everly Brothers had also jumped to Warner Brothers and had a huge hit with their first release “Cathy’s Clown”. Haley’s minor success stood weakly in comparison. Drummer Ralph Jones found Warner to be rather a fiasco, than a challenge. So Haley returned to what seemed to befit him the best, rock & roll. Elvis Presley was still in the Army in Germany, and Jerry Lee Lewis was boycotted for not paying his union scale, and also for the marriage to his thirteen year old cousin Myra Gale. Three of the greatest talents in rock & roll of the late 1950s, Buddy Holly, Ritchie Valens and the Big Bopper tragically died in a plane crash on February 3rd 1959. Carl Perkins recorded unsuccessfully, for Columbia Records and was, after the death of his brother Clayton, a shadow of what he had once been. Little Richard had given up rock & roll and turned to the gospel. Chuck Berry was to be sent to jail for bringing a minor over state lines. Who was left to rock, if not Bill Haley?


Bill Haley & His Comets, at the time consisting of Franny Beecher (lead guitar), Billy Williamson (steel guitar), Al Rappa (bass), Ralph Jones (drums), Johnny Grande (piano) and Rudy Pompilli (sax), decided to release an album with Bill Haley’s favorite rock & roll songs. They cut twelve songs: “I Almost Lost My Mind”, “Love Letters In The Sand”, “Blueberry Hill”, “Kansas City”, “Whole Lotta Shaking Goin’ On”, “Rock Around The Clock”, “Shake, Rattle & Roll”, “Crazy Man, Crazy”, “Stagger Lee”, “My Special Angel”, “I’m In Love Again” and “Blue Suede Shoes” for an LP simply entitled “Bill Haley & His Comets”. The first sessions for the album were held on January 12th 1960; songs recorded at the first session were “I Almost Lost My Mind”, “Love Letters In The Sand”, “Blueberry Hill”, “Kansas City” and “Whole Lotta Shakin’ Goin’ On”. The sessions continued the very next day with “Rock Around The Clock”, “Blue Suede Shoes” and “Stagger Lee” (a song originally offered to Bill Haley, but when refused, proved to be a major hit for its performer Lloyd Price).
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