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         Over the years I’ve been asked many times what a record producer does. It’s a job most music fans have heard of and have a basic understanding of, but it’s rarely explained. My take is based on my five decades in the music business. It is specific to me but may shed some light on this complex role.

         When I first started reading the credits on record sleeves as a young music fan, I realised numerous people were involved in the making of the records I loved. I noticed that on my favourite labels – Philly International, Stax and Motown – the acts typically weren’t writing their own songs. There were guys like Norman Whitfield, Gamble and Huff, Porter and Hayes who were creating the music – record producers. Other names popped up on rock records – Glyn Johns for the Stones, George Martin for The Beatles, Tom Wilson for Dylan – but they were producers, not writers, since most rock bands wrote their own songs.

         While I loved rock, I was really drawn to black music. But I couldn’t sing and had neither the focus to master an instrument nor a performer’s personality. All I wanted to do was write songs like Gamble and Huff, find great vocalists to sing them and make people dance (OK, I had irrational confidence).

         I first started working in a record shop, then tried my hand at DJing, before taking an engineering course, which got me into a studio. And as luck would have it, I was able to convince the owner to let me produce a disco record, totally on a blag … and that’s how I started my career as a producer.

         What does a record producer do? In film and theatre, producing is a business function, while in music it’s creative, akin to the work of a film director. A record producer’s job description? First, you must be an excellent listener, not only of the act’s music but also their deeper thoughts and desires. You need to know what you like – be an arbiter of good taste – while staying focused on helping the artist achieve their own unique goals. You must direct and inspire this creative process, while keeping your own instincts secondary to those of the artist. Good communication skills are a must, along with being a great leader – part 4headteacher, part therapist, part blagger and part salesman. Finally, you need full focus on your ultimate goal: to facilitate the timely completion of the record to the satisfaction of the artist and the record label. Not an easy job, and not one, amazingly, I have ever felt very comfortable in.

         From day one, I just wanted to make my own music, more in the Mark Ronson style than that of my old friend Rick Rubin (who claims he knows nothing about music or technology). I may be a hybrid of the two, tech not being my strength and having never mastered an instrument, but I love songwriting. Collaborating on compositions with bands like New Order and Freeez was always my dream gig; it was really the only way to keep me fully engaged in a project. However, remixing is my perfect job because you are left on your own to finish the track.

         I constantly hear the 1980s sound I was known for referenced in the pop music of today, be it the 808-like beats of Taylor Swift or the arrangement style of Olivia Rodrigo. The programming, FX and innovations developed with ‘Planet Rock’ have become part of a pop template that has survived all these years. I hear them all over tracks by The Weeknd, Kendrick Lamar and Drake. These artists probably have no clue where that sound came from, and maybe even their producers don’t know the original source. These elements are now just part of the musical lexicon.

         Trying to organise my life story hasn’t been an easy experience. Researching a life spent carelessly going for it, at least in my early days, while combating ADHD has been, let’s say, somewhat challenging. When I first attempted to decipher a timeline of my life’s work, I was often saved by the engineer’s notes carefully transcribed on forty-year-old track sheets stashed in my boxes of two-inch tape and cassette cases from the numerous studios I worked in all over the world. Having seen how they have finally come in useful, my wife Annette has finally stopped calling me a hoarder!

         It was my incredibly understanding wife who convinced me to sit down and write this book. She thought it was important that I leave a coherent story of my life for my daughter, Amarone, so that she would 5have access to it once she was old enough to understand and appreciate it. So, of course, I gave it a go.

         As I watch my daughter grow, it’s crazy how much of myself I see in her. She is creative and loves to sing, dance and make up songs (and also has my lack of focus!). She’s ten now, and she doesn’t listen and thinks she knows better than me! It’s always a discussion, which was how I was with my own dad. I was fortunate to be able to give my father, in his later years, some precious time with Amarone, having moved to Miami when she was about six months old. When they immediately bonded, I really appreciated the fact that I had finally given him a grandchild to enjoy. I think he had given up hope. Unfortunately, he was on dialysis the entire time and sadly passed away three days before her second birthday. He was an extremely loving, open and liberal person to the very end, which absolutely influenced me in a big way. He gave me the opportunity to follow my dreams and taught me how to treat all people the same, which, surprisingly, wasn’t that common among my friends’ parents. But one thing that my dad attempted to instil in me as a child was how crucial it is to keep your things organised. He was a Leo, and an anal one at that. His mantra was, ‘Put your bike away.’ For some reason, I was totally incapable of doing it. I’d stuff papers in my desk drawer as opposed to filing them – something I do to this very day. This inability to focus (no one mentioned ADHD back then) showed up in another way: my decision-making process, or lack of it.

         What I’d love to communicate to my daughter, first and foremost, is that artistic creation should be motivated by joy, not by fame and financial gain. The other day, the words ‘Put your heart into your art’ came out as I watched her make some jewellery. I told her that when I first set off on this journey in music, it wasn’t about celebrity or money; it was about moving people, both physically (as in dancing) and spiritually/intellectually (as in getting my message across).

         Fifty years later, that hasn’t changed. I’m still driven by the joy of seeing people in a club jumping to that first play of a track I’ve written … and yes, I’m still looking for the perfect beat.
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            1.

            School Dazed

            1955–698

         

         
             

         

         From the first time I heard the mournful psalm ‘Avinu Malkeinu’ during a ‘Kol Nidre’ service at temple as a small child, to my parents playing me the Fiddler on the Roof soundtrack on the new hi-fidelity record player they were so proud of, to hearing The Beatles on The Ed Sullivan Show blaring out of the small speaker on my cousin Marcia’s television, music has been a constant for me.

         My mother, Marilyn Kaplan, loved to sing and came from a musical family. Her first cousin was Sidney Ramin, Leonard Bernstein’s lifelong friend and arranger, who won an Oscar for his arrangement of West Side Story. He also wrote the theme tunes for The Patty Duke Show and Candid Camera, as well as ‘Music to Watch Girls By’, which was used in a 1960s commercial for Pepsi. His accomplishments were a source of great pride for my family.

         My mother’s brother, my uncle Arnie, always bought Billboard and Cashbox, followed the charts and loved acts like Johnny Mathis, Perry Como, Tony Bennett and, strangely, British vibist Victor Feldman. But, alas, my father, Irving, a real Nat King Cole fan (he met him when he worked for a florist and delivered flowers to him – and I have the autographed picture to prove it), was totally tone deaf, a fact that would always embarrass me and my sister Linda when he sang loudly and proudly, yet tunelessly, in temple.

         My first exposure to pop came from tuning in to the station WMEX, either with my ear stuck to the speaker of my little transistor radio (which I also used to listen to the games played my beloved Red Sox and Celtics – what kid in Boston didn’t?), cruising with my parents in their Chevrolet or combing the beach, girl-watching with my father and his friends and usually listening to Arnie ‘Woo Woo’ Ginsburg, a Jewish DJ who grew up near my dad in Roxbury.

         Arnie was supposedly buddies with The Beatles, and he was the quintessential early-1960s DJ, with all the bells and whistles. He shilled for the local burger joint, Adventure Car Hop, and would give away records if you could get to the joint quickly enough with the answer to his quiz. Which is how I got my first-ever record, ‘My Bonnie’ by The Beatles 9(featuring Tony Sheridan). We were driving out to Winthrop to visit my grandmother when Arnie announced the contest, followed by his trademark ‘woo woo’ horn. My father sped over to the Adventure Car Hop in Revere, and I ran to the counter to collect my 45 and a greasy burger. I was nine years old and became hooked on music right there and then.

         
            
[image: ]My sister Linda and I walking the Freedom Trail, Boston, Massachusetts, 1964.

            

         

         My parents spent a lot of time driving in that new white Chevy, with my sister and I in the back seat. They would educate us, frequently taking us to museums and historically significant Boston activities, such as the Freedom Trail. Linda was a few years younger, and I was that big brother who loved to tease. One time my dad, pissed off at me for annoying her, pulled the car over, kicked me out and then sped off. I was saved by Linda, who started to cry, and my dad, who I assumed had planned to return for me after a while anyway, drove back and picked me up.

         
            
[image: ]My friend Donnie Merowitz, Marques Haynes of the Harlem Globetrotters, me and my cousin Arthur Levine, Boston Garden, 1966.

            

         

         As a toddler I was very hyperactive and would, incredibly, run off to Nantasket Beach whenever I could. When I started school, I had issues. I was regularly sent home and was once given a week off to think things through. I had a lot of energy, which I burnt off via sport, which was my other love besides music. I played them all, but I was only really good at basketball. I was on my high-school team, until I had a run-in with our right-wing coach, who wanted me to cut my hair! I was obsessed by the 10Celtics, the Red Sox and the Patriots. As was my dad, luckily enough. He had missed having a father who took him to sporting events, so he really enjoyed taking me to see the local teams, often with the entire family, which might have been uncommon back then. But sometimes it would be just me and him, and he would often let me stay late afterwards to get autographs. We met the legendary Marques Haynes of the Harlem Globetrotters after one game and even got a photo with him. But another night really stands out, when the Celtics played the Baltimore Bullets, who had this amazing rookie named Earl ‘The Pearl’ Monroe. He was the flashiest new player in the league. I really wanted his autograph, so Dad and I waited and waited after the game. After most of the players had left and I’d got a few of their autographs, we decided that I must have missed Monroe. But just as we were ready to leave, the Pearl appeared. I approached him nervously and asked for his autograph, and he signed my magazine. But he seemed a bit disturbed, like he was looking for someone. My dad asked him if there was anything wrong. It turned out that he had been inside doing an interview, 11and the team bus had left without him. He didn’t know Boston, nor where he was going. Being helpful, my dad asked if we could drop him off somewhere. It seemed like a dream to me when the Pearl said, ‘Yes, if you could drop me off at my hotel, that would be great.’

         The Pearl squeezed into the passenger seat, moving it as far back as it could go. I got in the back. We stopped at a payphone and called the hotel for directions. It took a bit of a search, as the team was staying outside the city, but we finally found the place. The Pearl got out and thanked us a lot.

         Years later, when I was living in New York, I ran into the Pearl right by my apartment on the Upper West Side. At the time, he had a record label called Pretty Pearl Records, which had a bit of a hit with ‘I Want You (All Tonight)’ by Curtis Hairston. I introduced myself and congratulated him on the record. I then told him the story of that night, knowing he wouldn’t remember. He didn’t, but I always thought it was cool of my dad to have done it.

         If you had cool parents, like I did, you could actually listen to WMEX with them. We’d hear songs like Roy Orbison’s ‘Oh, Pretty Woman’, the Beach Boys’ ‘Fun, Fun, Fun’, The Supremes’ ‘Baby Love’ and The Beatles’ ‘Michelle’. We’d listen to Tom Jones, Engelbert Humperdinck and the Four Seasons at our house or lounging by the beach, and all ages would dance to their songs, along with ‘Hully Gully’, ‘Wooly Bully’ and ‘The Twist’, at the bar mitzvahs I would attend until 1968. That was the cut-off point, when my musical tastes and political positions started to depart from those of my parents.

         
            
[image: ]My bar mitzvah, 1968.
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            2.

            Change the Tracks

            1969–7114

         

         
             

         

         In the summer of 1968 I was thirteen, and in typical teenage fashion, ready to move on from sharing the car radio with my parents. I was looking for something different, and growing up in Boston in the late 1960s and early ’70s, I was damn lucky. We had one of the first commercial alternative radio stations ever, WBCN, a station that was really a way of life for someone coming of age in those radicalised times. Man, what a time to grow up. The excitement was non-stop, electrifying. Everything felt new because everything was new. Bands didn’t have to throw away the rulebook as there were no rulebooks written yet. Every day there was a new discovery to be made, and WBCN was your guide – in both politics and music.

         There was a fight to wage, and win, with authority. They were the days of the Vietnam War, Richard Nixon, the Black Panthers, Yippies, Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) and the battle for civil rights. Believe what you’ve seen and read about these times. The music and WBCN – with its line-up of DJs, such as Charles Laquidara (fired after speaking out against the Polaroid Corporation for supplying lenses to the army for bombers, but reinstated after protests), Peter Wolf (who would become lead singer of the J. Geils Band) and radical newsman Danny Schechter, the ‘news dissector’ (who would later help me with the Sun City project) – spoke to us and for us. These guys were my teachers. Spurred on by them, my crew and I would participate in the anti-war protests in Boston. I was suspended from junior high for skipping class, heading up to the high school and inciting the students there to leave their lessons to protest the war.

         The music they played on WBCN? From English medieval folk to west coast acid rock to acoustic jazz to psychedelic soul – there were no boundaries. I grew up listening to everything. Bands like Jefferson Airplane, Quicksilver Messenger Service, the Steve Miller Blues Band, Big Brother with Janis Joplin. Al Green and the Mahavishnu Orchestra would merge with Miles Davis, Jimi Hendrix, Led Zeppelin, Charles Mingus, Horace Silver and Muddy Waters. Sly and the Family Stone, the Allman Brothers, James Taylor, Joe Simon. Pentangle and Fleetwood 15Mac would battle it out with Bob Marley, Bob Dylan, The Temptations, Jethro Tull and the Mothers of Invention.

         Boston was the last stop on the concert tour route that most groups would take before hitting New York City, so I was lucky enough to see many of these bands perform in my home town. And when they played Boston, they typically played the ‘Gahden’: Boston Garden, where the Celtics played and I happened to have a great connection. Or my dad did. One of his business colleagues, Holly Holiver, a hat-maker, had a season ticket for the Celtics games. Holly introduced my dad to the guy at the box office, Ed Mullaney. This was the box office that handled the tickets for all the concerts at the Garden, so my dad had five great seats on hold for every gig. We had to pay, but …

         
            
[image: ]My friend Ralph Robinson and I on the Newman Junior High School football field, 1971.

            

         

         While I couldn’t convince my parents to let me go to Woodstock with my older cousin Marcia, they were comfortable with me going to the Garden, where I saw my first concert: Led Zeppelin, Johnny Winter and the MC-fucking-5 on 25 October 1969. I was fourteen, and I was going for it with my crew – Wade, Ralph, Bill and Jackie. We were a unique group. Wade was already a decent guitarist and 16had a lot of freedom, seeing as his bohemian parents owned the local record shop, and he was able to stay up late watching Johnny Carson. Ralph, Bill and I had somewhat stricter parents. Bill ran cross-country and loved the Mothers of Invention. Jackie was the ladies’ man and the crew’s tough guy. Ralph, who I’m still in touch with, was always messing around with his cameras, loved Miles Davis and had a water-bed. We all shared a love of rock music and marijuana. We came to that first concert with a bag of popcorn and a pocket full of joints. It was an unbelievable gig, with the MC5 kicking off with their proto-punk anthem ‘Kick Out the Jams’. The sound wasn’t great, but the energy was everything. I loved Johnny Winter, and his version of Dylan’s ‘Highway 61 Revisited’ was unbelievable, probably my favourite cover ever. While Johnny was playing a rocking B. B. King track, a fight broke out in the crowd between two warring motorcycle gangs. As the lights came on, I’ll never forget seeing blood spurting into the air as one biker hit another over the head with a crutch. To the fourteen-year-old me, this was rock’n’roll!

         Zeppelin came on next, rocking their entire debut album (and sounding pretty much just like the record), as well as tracks from their yet-to-be-released second LP. One life-defining moment for me was closing my eyes while stoned as Robert Plant’s voice decayed into eternity, singing the words ‘Woman you need me …’ Not bad for a first gig.

         My second, a month later, wasn’t bad either: Terry Reid, B. B. King, Ike and Tina Turner and the Rolling Stones. Besides the fact that the first live female rocker I got to see was the amazing Tina Turner, the headlining Stones were at their peak, playing lots of tracks from Beggars Banquet, with Mick Taylor on guitar on his first US tour.

         While Ike and Tina Turner could share the stage with the Rolling Stones – in my new world, black and white bands would gladly appear together – racism and anti-Semitism were sadly still in the air in Boston. The Celtics were coached by a Jew, Arnold ‘Red’ Auerbach, and led by a black man, William ‘Bill’ Russell. The team would be the first NBA side to have an all-black starting squad and a black coach, 17but Boston itself was known throughout the league as a racist town, and with good reason. When most Americans of a certain age think of the city, they remember the racism shown by the citizens of South Boston during desegregation in 1974–5. Bused-in black children were jeered at, menaced and attacked by white kids and their parents. It was something reminiscent of the Deep South, and it featured on the national TV news every night. My parents were outraged.

         
            
[image: ]My grandmother Jennie Levicheska Baker, 1971.

            

         

         I had been born and raised in the city of Boston, proper, where my Ashkenazi grandparents had settled after leaving their homelands. My dad’s mother, Jennie Levicheska, had made her way, alone, on a freighter from Chernobyl, Ukraine, to Boston, where she met my grandfather, Arthur Henry Baker (his name was actually Artur Beker, but whoever took the information at immigration anglicised it), who was from Augustów, Poland. My mother’s parents, Jacob and Jeanette (Salamoff) Kaplan were also of Polish and Ukrainian descent. We were a small, close-knit family. My dad had two sisters, Edith and Dorothy, who had three kids between them – my only first cousins. We spent lots of time together, especially when celebrating the Jewish holidays with my grandmother Jennie, who cooked a great brisket and amazing sweets, which I’d pocket any time I could. 18

         My parents, sister and I lived in the city of Boston until I was ten, when we moved out to the suburb of Needham, to our own house, complete with a backyard. Little did we know we were moving to a part of town that wasn’t very tolerant of people of the black or Jewish persuasion, of which I was one. I was called a ‘kike’ for the first time by my Irish ‘friend’ John, who, I assume, hadn’t learnt the word on a game show. There were not many Jews in Needham, but no black kids in our school or anywhere else, as far as I could tell. When the first black family moved in, it was big news in our ’hood, and the welcome wagon was not waiting for them. Apart from, I can proudly say, my dad. Being Jewish, he’d experienced anti-Semitism and wouldn’t stand for the racism of some of our neighbours. I’ll never forget that long walk down our street to knock on the door of the Evanses, welcoming them to the neighbourhood. They were very nice and accepted our hospitality.

         There weren’t any black kids in my school until 1971, when a programme called METCO started to bus in from Boston black and Latino kids who wanted to get a better education. It was great for me because I could finally expand my horizons a bit. I had always loved black music and respected black athletes but had no black friends. It took a while before the new kids became comfortable with their surroundings, and it was sports and music that helped break down the walls. I became friends with a METCO kid named Taweh Baysolow, from Nigeria. He played soccer and ended up being a star on the high-school team, and we were both into Isaac Hayes. Then my sax-playing friend Tom Nutile joined a band that one of the METCO kids was in called the Concessions. They ended up gigging at our school, playing convincing versions of Sly and the Family Stone songs. Everyone in the band was black, apart from Tom (who ended up with a black girlfriend).

         As I was navigating and growing up in these crazy times, my heroes, both political and musical, seemed to be dropping like flies: JFK, RFK, MLK, Malcolm, Fred, Jimi, Janis, Duane, Otis, Brian. I clearly remember losing each one. One political hero I did get to meet was a local kid gone ‘bad’. When Abbie Hoffman was young, he had been the head of 19the same Jewish youth group, NFTY, that I later belonged to, but had gone on to become a leader of the radical Yippie movement and one of the legendary Chicago 7. How I met Abbie was typical of me as a kid. I was getting ready for school – this was in my last year of high school – and had the local TV station on (and I do mean local – it was a five-minute walk away from my house), when the host said, ‘Next on, Abbie Hoffman.’ As the show broke for commercials, I grabbed an already-rolled joint (I kept them prepped in a cassette case) and was out the door. I ran all the way to the station, managing to catch my breath and appear somewhat chilled just as Hoffman strolled out of the door. There was a limo waiting for him. I greeted him, pulled out a joint and fired it up. He motioned me to the car, and we started hitting the joint. He asked me where I was going. I told him I lived close by, so we took a ride around my neighbourhood, getting stoned. As we pulled up to my house, he handed me an aluminium wrap and said, ‘Here, kid. Good meeting you.’ And he was gone.

         I ran into the house, unwrapped the tin and found a greyish powder in it. My first opiate, courtesy of Abbie Hoffman!

         
            
[image: ]My family home, 28 David Road, Needham, Massachusetts.
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            3.

            Streets of Laredo

            1972–322

         

         
             

         

         In the summer of 1972, right before senior year at high school, I somehow convinced my parents to let me go on a road trip to … Mexico! My friend Steven and I, in his VW bug, travelled in a convoy with his older brother, Neil, who had his own car. He was moving down to Laredo, Texas, and Steven was helping him with his move. I didn’t know till a bit later that he was going there to enter a Jews for Jesus seminary.

         As a student in Needham’s Alternative High School, I was able to make this trip part of my senior curriculum, borrowing a video camera to document our travels. My English teacher, Phil Wallace, had helped me convince my parents that it would be a great learning experience. I remember how angry my grandfather, Jacob Kaplan, was that my parents were letting me go. He was pretty much a full-blown bigot, much like the Archie Bunker character in the TV sitcom All in the Family. Crazy thing was, he was friends with many ‘coloureds’, whom he would play pool and go to the horses and dogs with. Also, he had run away at twelve to go on a whaling ship, despite not knowing how to swim at all. His parents had thought he was dead, until he just showed up a few years later. So the idea that he didn’t think I should be able to hit the road at seventeen was pretty funny. What’s more, at the end of World War II my dad had tricked his mother into signing a waiver so that he could enlist in the Coast Guard at the age of sixteen and serve with his older friends! My road trip seemed quite tame in comparison.

         
            
[image: ]My grandfather Jacob Kaplan.

            

         

         Steven and I would follow Neil to Laredo and then make our way to Mexico. We decided to make a stop in New Orleans. This was summer 1972, and we were totally immersed in rock’n’roll. I had 23made plenty of cassettes for the trip, and The Who, The Kinks and the Stones were heavily represented on the playlist.

         We had some weed with us and were driving stoned fairly frequently. At one point we picked up a hitchhiker named Larry, an ex-Marine who played a pretty mean blues harp. He also had a bag of so-called crossroad speed, which we started popping. Since there were now four of us travelling in two cars, we’d swap driving companions to alleviate the boredom. Neil was a relatively straight dude, and I don’t remember him doing any drugs.

         The action really started when we got to New Orleans. Steven and I were at a stop light, and a car pulled up next to us. The two brothers inside it asked if we wanted to buy some weed, which by coincidence we did. So we stopped the car, and before you knew it, one of the guys had pulled a knife and grabbed my camera.

         We drove away after that.

         Ex-Marine Larry was in the other car, unfortunately. He and Neil pulled up, and we told them our sad story. We were in New Orleans, so we decided to walk around and try to have some fun. We started drinking, which you could do on the street. Larry got a bit messy, and one thing led to another, and he ended up giving a cop shit. Not a good idea. The cop grabbed him and threw him in his police car. Busted. Larry’s pills were in our car. Should we wait or should we stay? My memory of this is a bit vague, but next thing I remember is heading out of the Big Easy without Larry and popping the pills.

         We got to Laredo and the Jews for Jesus compound. I was weirded out by the place and told Steven I’d like to get the fuck out. He said he wanted to check out what his bro was getting into, so we went in and sat in this big circle, while people gave testimonies about their Jewish relationship with Jesus. I looked at Steven and saw he was sort of getting into it, as was Neil. Remember, the car was Steven’s. I sort of shook him a bit, trying to wake him up from his Jesus slumber. Which worked. We hightailed it out of there, leaving Neil in the circle. 24

         
            
[image: ]Steven Wolfson.

            

         

         So we were off to Mexico. The first night, we ended up crashing on a strip of grass next to a road in Laredo, in the middle of a residential area. We were woken up the next morning by a dog. We were both hungry, so we ended up going to a diner, where we met a mother and a daughter who invited us back to their home. I’ll leave the rest to the imagination.

         When we finally made it to the border, we were told by a Mexican border guard to ‘Get a fucking haircut, you hippie scum. You ain’t getting into Mexico with all that hair!’

         Steven and I looked at each other, and then at him, and said in unison, ‘Fuck you, asshole. I will never come to your fucking country.’ And I didn’t, until decades later.

         We’d had enough and got in the bug, popping pills all the way home. Tripping, but not on acid. The most insane spiritual moment of the trip happened when we finished singing The Who’s ‘I Can See for Miles’ at the top of our lungs in the middle of the night, and I turned on the radio and that very same song was playing.

         We luckily made it back in one piece, and I readied myself for my last year in high school. The Alternative High School saved my life back then. Without it, I would never have graduated. We were allowed to make up our own curriculum, and work experience counted. So during that last year I got a job at a record store, Strawberry Records, on Boylston Street in Boston. It was co-owned by a man who would 25become a business partner with me in New York about ten years later: the legendary Morris Levy. Working at Strawberry Records allowed me to expand my record collection and experience stuff outside of my small-town surroundings. The main thing was, it got me free entrance to gigs at the two best live music venues in Boston, the linked basement clubs Paul’s Mall and the Jazz Workshop, where I got to see some incredible shows. I was in the house for Bob Marley and the Wailers’ first US concert performance, in 1973. Full original band in a 300-capacity bar! I also saw Little Feat’s Dixie Chicken tour, when Bonnie Raitt performed with them too.

         
            
[image: ]Mike Connors, Wade Daniels, Judy Daniels, unknown and me, alone at home, summer 1973.

            

         

         But probably my most magical experience happened when I got to see the man himself, Muddy Waters, right before my eighteenth birthday on 13 April 1973. I went on my own, as most of my friends’ parents wouldn’t let them sneak into bars underage. Somehow, I convinced my parents it was important. Paul’s Mall wasn’t the typical juke joint that Muddy might have played in Chicago or Memphis, but it would do. It was a snug basement bar, with a low ceiling and old-school wooden walls. Muddy was touring to promote his Chess Records Fathers and Sons album and had ‘Mojo’ Buford with him on harp. The show was 26rocking. I mean, c’mon, man, Muddy fucking Waters in a basement bar – of course it was rocking! Afterwards, I tried to get backstage as usual. Often, I didn’t manage it, but this time – BAM! I walked through a half-opened door, and there was the man, Muddy Waters. I had a million questions for him, but I forgot them all in that moment. I ended up blabbing on about what a fan I was, how I loved the blues and was trying to play harmonica. Muddy was kind and listened to me, until he suddenly realised that we were there alone and the rest of the band had left. So I asked him if he needed a ride, much like my dad had with Earl the Pearl years before. He explained that he wasn’t staying in Boston but crashing at his agent’s home, in a suburb called Newton. Amazingly, it was the next town over from Needham. I could drive Muddy Waters home!

         Not wanting to miss the opportunity to get his new album signed, I took a detour via my house so I could grab my copy. We then continued to the suburban apartment house and met up with the rest of the band. They were already in the midst of some hardcore whisky drinking and had a few laughs about me driving Muddy to my house first. I had a few shots of Jack Daniel’s, got my record signed and made it home before sunrise.

         Then there was my meeting with the wicked one, Wilson Pickett. He was in town for one of his legendary Sugar Shack gigs. The Sugar Shack was the place for black music in Boston in the 1960s and ’70s. Mr Pickett needed a reel-to-reel tape deck to listen to something (never really knew what, probably some Memphis demos) in his hotel suite. My job was to bring the deck in, set it up and then leave. I didn’t expect Wilson himself to open the door and let me in. Picture it: me, a seventeen-year-old, ripped-jeans-wearing hippie kid, walking into the penthouse of this sharkskin-suit-wearing, baddest dude around (he had quite a rep). I turned the corner into the grand suite, and there was an actual pool table in the centre of the room. In the decades since, I’ve been in thousands of hotel rooms all over the world, and I’ve only ever seen a pool table in one other room: Chris Blackwell’s suite at 27the Marlin Hotel in Miami, and Chris owns that hotel. Wilson’s suite also had a bar, where three ladies were hanging out. They looked like they were ready for evening work, despite the fact it was only mid-afternoon. My throat tightened up a bit. There was a bottle of whisky on the bar and some glasses filled with rocks.

         ‘Hey, kid, set it up over here!’ Wilson ordered, pointing to the back bar. The ladies giggled. I probably looked a bit nervous. ‘You wanna drink?’ Wilson queried, with a look of what could be considered mock concern.

         ‘Um, well, ah, OK.’

         It went something like that. Whisky on the rocks it was, no mixer in sight, and still no music.

         In a dream state, I hooked up the deck, got some music playing and started planning my escape. But before I could make my excuses, Wilson slammed a few balls around the pool table with a whack. ‘Hey, kid, you play pool?’ he drawled, as he reached inside his sharkskin-suit coat pocket, pulled out some sort of revolver and smacked it onto the bar. My heart dropped into my belly. I loved pool, but playing against Wilson Pickett? Panic must have painted my face. At this point I mumbled something about double parking and a traffic ticket and left Wilson, his ladies, his bemused ‘Thank you’ and my five-dollar tip in the dust.

         I was clearly not destined to become a pool hustler, although years later I would end up co-owning a chain of pool bars. But I was destined to do something connected with the music I loved and the characters who made it.
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            4.

            ‘Boom Boom’ Baker

            1973–530

         

         
             

         

         I’m not sure where I first heard the word ‘disco’, but I know I first discovered soul music at thirteen, when I heard Sly and the Family Stone, Motown, Otis Redding and Sam & Dave on the radio. Then, a few years later, in 1972, I remember being stopped in my tracks by a song: Norman Whitfield’s production of ‘Papa Was a Rolling Stone’ by The Temptations. I was driving to school one morning, pumping the radio on WILD in my mother’s Plymouth Sport Fury, when I heard that bass intro, layered with symphonic strings. I immediately pulled over, mesmerised, and listened to the full ten-minute-plus version. I was transfixed. Yeah, I was late for school, but who cared? That song was a total game-changer for me, and Whitfield, along with the Philly International mighty three of Gamble, Huff and Bell, were the guiding lights I referenced when I eventually decided to try my hand at making music.

         My love of danceable music has been a constant since those days. I loved the funk of Stevie Wonder, James Brown, the Average White Band and Earth, Wind and Fire, along with all those great classic Philly acts. But the concept that an individual could make a living playing this music in a club, as a DJ, was foreign to me in the early 1970s, and if you’d told me that DJs would take over the world some years later and become bigger than most musicians, I’d have asked what you were smoking.

         I guess I thought I could be a DJ, as I had already built up a good enough record collection thanks to working at the record shop, with plenty of tracks that could make people dance. But the possibility that I could actually make that kind of music? Be a producer like my heroes Norman Whitfield or Gamble and Huff? Write and arrange songs, with no training and the lack of patience even to learn an instrument? That seemed woefully unrealistic and delusional. At the time, things appeared to move slowly, but looking back now, it seems that in a pretty short time I went from being a record-store clerk to an audio-engineering student to producing my own records to making tracks that got played at major clubs like Paradise Garage. I have to admit now that was an impressive trajectory. 31

         So in 1973, when I graduated from high school, left my suburban home and took off for the wilds of Amherst, Massachusetts, and Hampshire College, it was with my growing collection of records in hand. I easily pegged into college life, smoking dope, playing basketball and blasting my James Brown jams out into the quad at very high volume. I met most of my new friends that way, including Tina Klein, who would go on to be my girlfriend.

         
            
[image: ]Doc Rucks, going up for a jam, watched by Apache Ramos, José Aponte and me, Hampshire College, 1974.

            

         

         Tina was a cute girl from Brooklyn with great hair and smile, and she was really clever. She loved the music I played and lived on the same floor as I did. We didn’t become boyfriend and girlfriend right away, as I first messed around a bit – this was my first year at college, after all – but we ended up bonding that first year, during the famous arsonist semester at Hampshire. We had a crazy kid burning dorm rooms on a regular basis. Not a good look for an expensive hippie school. I had an idea on how us students could patrol the place, on the lookout for the culprit, without having to walk around for hours. The co-ed bathrooms were on the corners of the long hallways. We’d keep the bathroom doors open and have one student there, scanning the corner, and two other students, one at each end of the hallway. Tina 32and I patrolled on the same shifts. Never caught the kid, but the fires ended and one student disappeared, so …

         Amherst was less than two hours from NYC, so I’d often head down to New York on weekends to check out the clubs and grab some hot tunes at Downstairs Records. I purchased a GLi Disco 3500 mixer and a Cat synthesizer on one trip, making my first jaunt over to Brooklyn to get them. The mixer gave me some cred and helped me throw money-making parties at Hampshire, in our own version of Animal House.

         In my second semester, I moved into the House 3 modules, which were five-bedroom standalone condos, as opposed to the typical dorm room I had lived in earlier. My housemates included a crazy crew of Puerto Ricans from NYC and brothers from assorted east coast urban centres. Our crib was the place to be.

         
            
[image: ]Me and Tina Klein at Hampshire College, 1975.

            

         

         I was dubbed ‘Boom Boom’ Baker by my boy Apache Ramos (a short Puerto Rican with a huge afro and a great sense of humour), thanks to the volume and bass of my DJ sets. We shared a love of Santana, and he introduced me to salsa music. By early 1975 my growing reputation helped me blag a DJing gig at the only disco in town, Rachids. I had all the great jams of the day, like Donna Summer’s new track, ‘Love to Love You Baby’, and I also had my crew, who’d come down to the club to hear me play records. I was never a great DJ. In fact, I was dreadful, lacking both technical proficiency and patience. If I played a track and 33people didn’t dance, I might smash the record and throw it on the floor. I couldn’t beat match or mix in general, my only plus being that I had decent taste.

         
            
[image: ]Me DJing at Rachids disco, Amherst, Massachusetts.

            

         

         I really didn’t do much studying at Hampshire, but I did take an electronic-music class, which was cool and way ahead of its time. The professor was named Everett Hafner, and it was a one-of-a-kind class. They had one of the first ARP synthesizers and a bunch of reel-to-reel tape recorders. I don’t think a studio like that existed anywhere else at the time. My friend Garth and I took the course, and there were two other strange dudes: a guy whom I played ball with called Rob Manning, and his friend, a nerdy guy named Chris Hanley, who went to Amherst College. They would both reappear in my life in the early 1980s, as owners of Intergalactic Studios in NYC.

         Hampshire sort of emptied out for winter break, and in early 1974 my old travelling buddy Steven called me again, this time inviting me to take a road trip to Miami with him. His parents had a condo stocked with filet mignons, and it was empty for a few weeks. Sounded great, but little did I know what was in store for me. 1974 was a great year for American soul music. Between the sound of Philly and Motown, 34amazing tracks were dropping daily. But the South was also the strong-hold of a new soulful sound, and riding through there listening to regional radio gave me an amazing education. Songs like Latimore’s ‘Let’s Straighten It Out’, Little Beaver’s ‘Party Down’ and Betty Wright’s ‘Secretary’ all hit me like a brick, even when they were coming out of Steven’s little VW speakers.

         
            
[image: ]My award-winning letter to Black Music magazine, 1976.

            

         

         35Once we made it to Miami, I headed directly to a record shop and discovered that a lot of the records I was loving, be they on the Glades or the Cat labels, were coming from one source: TK Records. I also found out about a place where some of the best music was being cut: Criteria Studios. So Steven and I went over there on a whim, and I told the receptionist that I was a DJ from Boston. After a few minutes we were let in! I got all the way to the control room, where I met the producer of that day’s session, Cory Wade, and watched the band, a new group called T-Connection, jam. They were rocking, and of particular interest to me was that the band and the mixing board were all set up in the one room.

         So the trip was an amazing one, and besides discovering a whole new sound, we got to eat tasty filet mignon daily and drink gallons of fresh grapefruit juice. I lost 25 pounds during that winter break, without even trying. But when I got back to Hampshire, I didn’t last too long at school. I really had no interest in anything other than music, sports and drugs. So when Tina graduated and got into law school back in Boston, it was a no-brainer for me to get out of Hampshire and head back there with her.
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            5.

            The Combat Zone

            1975–738

         

         
             

         

         When Tina and I hit Boston, she started classes at Boston University law school. Actually, it was me who convinced Tina to be a lawyer. I once had vague dreams of being a lawyer myself but knew I didn’t have the scholastic chops or focus to make it, so her being one would be the next best thing.

         Following my typical pattern, I was back working in a record store, this time in downtown Boston. Discount Records was smack dab in the middle of an area called the ‘Combat Zone’, which was known for the Orpheum Theatre, strippers, hookers, pimps, porn-movie theatres and numerous all-night Chinese restaurants, where we often got an after-gig plate of decent Chinese for 99 cents. Discount was part of a chain, but although it was a nondescript corporate record store, it was full of characters, both employees and customers, who came right out of a 1970s flick. The manager’s name was Reggie, and we clashed from day one, because I thought I knew more about black music than he did (he was black), and of course I did. I eventually gained his trust, and we became friends. He had this one great side hustle that really impressed me: he was way ahead of the curve, making and selling mix tapes (‘Marvelous’ Marvin Hagler, the champion boxer, was one of his regular customers), along with less legal stuff, from under the counter.

         Around this time I took a trip down to NYC to attend the first Billboard Disco Forum. I drove down with Alan Schivek, another Jewish kid from Boston who was trying to hustle his way into the record business. I’d met Alan through the Boston Record Pool, which I had just joined. The Pool, a distribution centre/DJ clubhouse that record labels used to reach DJs with their new releases, was headed by a very impressive DJ named John ‘TC’ Luongo.

         TC spun at a black club called Rhinoceros, where he would rock the crowd by extending the breaks of the funky 45s he’d play by going between two copies, much like Grandmaster Flash and other hip-hop pioneers would later do. John also published a music/lifestyle magazine called Nightfall and had already produced his own Nightfall disco awards show. John Luongo pretty much was the disco industry in Boston. 39

         So hitting NYC with Luongo’s name in my pocket and my Record Pool membership to open doors, I was able to make some great record-label hook-ups. Disco was just about to peak. Alan and I would do the official events and then hit some of the labels, getting records from Tony G, disco promo man par excellence at CTI Records, and legendary label owner Florence Greenberg of Scepter Records. We also somehow talked our way into the infamous Latin music imprint Fania Records and got to hang out with its owners, the legendary Masucci brothers, Alex and Jerry, picking up promo 45s and talking absolute shit.

         ‘Yeah, Jerry, really. I’m the only DJ playing salsa in western Massachusetts.’

         It worked, and I still have those early Fania discs.

         Going to the Disco Forums helped me make connections with labels from Paris, Montreal and Tokyo, and also with the heads of the disco departments (yes, back then record labels had whole departments dedicated to the genre) of the New York labels, guys like Doug Riddick from Atlantic and David Todd from RCA. David was a DJ from Philly who had scored the disco promo gig at RCA, and I became friendly with him. A lot of local DJs would hang out at his office on Avenue of the Americas and 43rd Street, right by Downstairs Records. We’d rap about records and mess around, using the full DJ set-up he had in his office. There I met other jocks, like Richie Rivera and Larry Patterson.

         Early one evening we headed over to a club called Galaxy 21, where David’s friend, Walter Gibbons, was spinning. The club was pretty empty, and we were sitting on a banquette, listening to Walter play. At one point my head snapped up upon hearing this rapid-fire horn riff that kept repeating, on and on. At first, I thought that Gibbons had to be going back and forth between two 45s to extend the riff, just like I had seen Luongo do. But this kept going and building, until it broke into a great drum groove. David and I both got up and ran to the booth, only to find that Walter was playing a 12-inch unlabelled record. We were both blown away. We asked him, ‘What the fuck is that?’ He smiled and said it was his remix of ‘Ten Percent’ by Double 40Exposure, and that it was going to be the first commercially available 12-inch record. We had just experienced the future of disco!

         It felt like magic looking down at the decks and seeing this one 12-inch record doing the work we had assumed Walter was doing live. I knew immediately that the idea of extending a track, as we had done through the manipulation of two 45s, would become a thing of the past, once more of these extended versions were made and released.

         When it came to disco, I was way ahead of Roger at Discount, thanks to my NYC connections, so I’d sometimes suggest European imports to him for his black-market tapes. He occasionally listened to me and would let me sell those imports from under the counter, splitting my small profit with him. One evening I was just locking up the store when a girl and two guys knocked on the door. I was about to tell them that we were shut, but the woman looked a bit familiar, and I realised it was Donna Summer, who was a Boston girl, with her hair tied back under a po-boy hat. The guys turned out to be Brooklyn Dreams, another act on Casablanca. So I let them in, and we hung out for an hour, them blasting and buying records, and me trying to pick their brains. Donna was very low-key and happy to listen to me go on about my love of disco and her music, and she signed one of her albums for me. I told them about my aspirations, and Donna was sweet and positive, saying that if she had made it out of Boston, I could too.

         Everyone who worked at the shop had other stuff that they really did. A cashier named Barry Marshall had a band with his brother and sister called The Marshalls, who gigged around Boston. He mentioned a studio, Intermedia Sound, where he had been hanging out. I vaguely knew about Intermedia, as both Jonathan Edwards (‘Sunshine’) and Aerosmith (‘Dream On’) had recorded their recent hits there. So I went down to check it out, and finding that they offered engineering courses, decided to take one.

         We needed a band to record for the engineering course, so I volunteered The Marshalls, and we ended up cutting their song ‘In My Car’. Their Beach Boys-esque sound wasn’t really my style. I wanted to cut 41a disco track, but I stuck with the course and finished it, getting my diploma that September.

         I still wanted to DJ. The money was decent and being part of the Pool helped me get a regular gig at a chain of discos called Sadie’s, located within the cocktail lounges of the Chateau De Ville supper clubs, which were as cheesy as the name suggests. I usually played the Sadie’s in Framingham, close to Needham. This was in the early heyday of disco, right before Saturday Night Fever. Besides Sadie’s, I occasionally scored gigs in some way seedier spots. One night I was playing in a random disco in Fall River, when I ran into a real character named Chico Walker. He was a singer who claimed he had been in the Motown group the Hearts of Stone. He now had a new group that was called, naturally, the New Hearts of Stone. He looked like a character from a blaxploitation flick. Chico made it clear to me that he ran girls in Providence, Rhode Island, and had plenty of cash money to make a record. I somehow convinced him that I was a record producer. Well, I had already produced The Marshalls’ ‘In My Car’, and by then a ballad I had cut with C. L. Smith and the Fabulous Trends called ‘Touch Me’ was out and playing on the radio.

         I had met Carl Smith at the Sugar Shack one night, when I went to see Blue Magic. The Trends had been the opening act, and I was impressed by Carl’s falsetto. We got into a discussion about soul music, and I told him that I was a producer. We ended up going into a studio, using the Trends’ back-up band for the session, and cut a cover of the Harold Melvin & the Blue Notes song ‘You Know How to Make Me Feel So Good’. Carl decided to retitle it ‘Touch Me’. It was a ballad and got played on WILD and my friend Rod ‘The Hitman’ Knight’s soul show For Lovers Only.

         Chico had heard it and was impressed, so we arranged for me to drive down to Providence to meet the rest of his band. I somehow found my way to Chico’s spot, a seedy bar with music, dancing girls and flashing lights. He was sitting there when I arrived, with a few of his ladies in tow. He got up and introduced me to David Lawrence, his co-lead singer. They were both suited up, while I was wearing my 42standard sweatpants. We sat at the bar and had a few shots of whatever brandy a Providence dive bar was serving back in 1976. They were excited by a song they had written called ‘Losing You’ and quickly sang it to me a cappella. It sounded pretty good: Chico had a falsetto like Ted Mills from Blue Magic, while David had more of a Teddy Pendergrass-style gruff baritone. Together their voices worked well. I thought the song could be whipped into shape and we might have something. And Chico had some cash to invest.

         
            
[image: ]The Hearts of Stone, featuring David Lawrence (left) and Chico Walker (second from right), 1978.

            

         

         43I went back to Intermedia and met with the studio owner, Dan Cole. By then we had already chatted about music quite a few times. He was pretty cool, probably in his thirties, a hippie music guy. I had already hyped him up about disco, and when I told him about this group from Rhode Island that I had discovered, he seemed interested, so I asked the guys to come up and meet him at the studio. Still in suits (Chico didn’t do casual), they stood and sang and showed some moves. Dan decided he’d front me some studio time and help me produce the recording. I was about to produce my first disco record!

         I figured out what a producer did pretty much on the fly. It helped that I knew what I wanted the track to sound like. Dr. Buzzard’s Original Savannah Band was hot at the time. I had met them at the Nightfall disco awards, and I liked their sound and the arrangements on their album. I thought their leader, August Darnell, was extremely hip, reminding me of my Puerto Rican boys from the Bronx. When Dan hired an arranger, John West, to do the charts for the various parts, I had him check out the Savannah album for inspiration. I mentioned I’d like a tom-tom break and described the type of drum pattern I was looking for. He went away for a few days to write up the arrangement and came back with the string, horn and rhythm charts all written. All super-professional. We ended up cutting the track at Intermedia on 7 April 1977. I was not even twenty-two yet, and I was in a studio producing a record with horns and strings. I couldn’t believe my luck!

         The track was cooking. John nailed that catchy tom-tom part, the horns were retro in the Savannah style and the vocals were hooky, especially the backgrounds. I thought we had recorded something really nice. I decided to bring in my now-mentor, John Luongo, to help me out with the mix. He was a creative DJ, but only had one remix under his belt, a Leon Collins record from back in 1974. This was his first 12-inch remix. I also had our two close friends, DJs Joey Carvello and Cosmo Wyatt, come in as disco-mix consultants. Cosmo and Joey both had the credibility of playing in Henry Vera’s Kenmore Square discos: K-K-K-Katy’s and Yesterdays (where I met my doppelgänger, 44Wolfman Jack, in Joey’s DJ booth!). Henry was already a legend and supposedly part of the Boston underworld. He was considered the Don of Boston’s discos.

         
            
[image: ]Me and Wolfman Jack at K-K-K-Katy’s disco, Boston, 1978.

            

         

         Joey, Cosmo, TC and I went into the studio to mix ‘Losing You’, working the cheap all-night slot. As we mixed, mapping out the structure of the song, I found inspiration in Walter’s 12-inch mix of ‘Ten Percent’ by Walter Gibbons. We noted elements that we thought might work for disco breaks – sections where some of the music would be muted and other parts highlighted. We soloed vocals against driving drum and extended percussion sections. By the end of the night, we had an extended disco mix and a shorter version for radio. Next step, check it out in a club. Then try to get a record deal.

         Since I had three of Boston’s top DJs involved, I got an acetate cut so they could test the track out at their clubs. The response was pretty good, but I still ran into a problem in getting a deal for the record. Dan was no help; he was a rocker and had no disco connections. Luongo, who I thought would have some juice, helped me put a list of potential labels together, but that led nowhere. Cosmo had lots of contacts too, so we sent out cassettes and press releases and waited. One label, Vanguard, sent me a rejection letter, but there was pretty much nothing else. 45

         As one last punt, I decided to try outside the States. Canada was a disco hotbed, and I had met some Canadian record guys at the Disco Forums. I had also been importing singles from Canada to sell under the counter at Discount Records, so I had a good list of Canadian labels. I tried quite a few of them, finally getting a response letter from Pat Deserio of Disco 1 records. I had met him recently at the third Disco Forum at the end of August 1977. Pat offered me my first record deal. It was a shit one, $300. But it was a deal, and it was a guarantee that the record would be released.

         
            [image: ]

         

         ‘Losing You’ by the Hearts of Stone made it out in 1977, right at the end of December. The song made it onto the Discotheken 26 December chart at #48. Discotheken was the first standalone monthly disco magazine, run by DJs in NYC. ‘Losing You’ also charted on the Billboard Disco Action page at #13 in Boston and #9 in Montreal. DJ Richie Rivera, from New York’s famous Flamingo, listed it in his top ten in Record World. So it was getting played in clubs in Boston, New York and Montreal. It felt like a great start.
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            6.

            Make Me Dance

            977–848

         

         
             

         

         After the release of ‘Losing You’ I gained some credibility, as I was now actually a charted record producer. Didn’t really matter to me what chart it was. Back then it was uncommon for a DJ to make the jump to producing, especially a no-name DJ like me. It was a start, but the recording scene in Boston wasn’t like being in NYC, so I just had to keep hustling.

         I met a French-African guy named Jo Bisso, at Music Designers Studio, who was making disco records. He was pitching himself as the French Barry White, which meant he did a lot of talking and a bit of singing. Not great, but his tracks did groove. To be honest, at this point I would have said yes to anything to get in the studio working with musicians, so I convinced Jo to let me advise him on the arrangement of a new track he was working on called ‘Love Somebody’. For free, of course.

         
            
[image: ]Jo Bisso’s Love Somebody.

            

         

         It was the summer of 1977, a famously hot one, and Tina and I were living temporarily in Brooklyn, as she had a summer internship at the Marshall, Bratter law firm (made famous by The Wolf of Wall Street). We were in a second-floor walk-up across from her parents’ house by Kings Highway. This was also the summer of the Son of Sam murders, so everyone was really jittery. Which meant I was very happy as we hopped on a train back to Boston, trying to make it there in time for the Bisso session. Tina was going to sing backgrounds, and she was a bit nervous. I remember catching a cab from the train station straight to 49the studio and the excitement of walking in and hearing the musicians running through the song.

         It was an epic thirteen-minute disco/afro-funk opus that went through three distinctly different sections. Tina was able to jump right in, joining the other two girls, Sharon and Linda, who were already there. She blended in well on the ‘Love somebody, don’t fight the feeling’ background part, with the girls sounding very much like the Three Degrees. There was also some spoken word by Jo and talking and moaning (similar to Cerrone’s ‘Love in C Minor’). I was impressed by what I was hearing: the music was rocking and the bass player, Jeff Anderson, was super-funky, poppin’ his bass like Larry Graham from the Family Stone. I took his number for future reference. Besides making a couple of random suggestions for breakdowns to Jo, I told him I thought the track was great and that I might be able to help him get a deal. He was going back to Paris to mix it but promised to stay in touch.

         When summer ended, we moved back to Boston. I heard from Jo about four months later, saying he had released the track on Mercury in France, and he sent me some copies. It was, coincidentally, right around the time of Luongo’s third annual Nightfall disco awards at Boston’s Park Plaza Hotel. By then, I was a real member of the Nightfall family, having just written an article called ‘The Rise and Triumph of Euro-Disco’ for their April 1978 issue. The artists and producers who performed and attended that night were the crème de la crème of the disco world: the Village People, Chic, Loleatta Holloway, The Trammps, Peter Brown and Odyssey. Lots of national record-industry people were also in the house, so I figured this might be just the place to get Jo a deal.

         There was a brunch at the disco/restaurant Jason’s the morning after the awards, and I somehow managed to get ‘Love Somebody’ on the turntable to soundtrack the meal, bringing it to the attention of Howard Smiley, the vice president of TK Records. He loved it right away, saying he’d be interested in signing it to TK’s new Marlin imprint. I connected him with Jo, and a few months later the album 50was released. My credit was a simple ‘Thanks for strong personal support’. Better than no mention, I guess.

         
            *

         

         Right around this time, my mother fell ill. She was found to have cancer of the liver, a very aggressive form of the disease. She fought her hardest, and I focused a lot of my energy on her, spending time in the hospital and bringing family members over to see her. Of course, it really shook all of us. My sister came back from Ithaca, where she was at school, and transferred to Boston University, where Tina was finishing her law studies. Tina was very supportive towards the entire family and was always there for me. We fast-forwarded our plans and decided to get married while my mother was still with us, but she was too ill to attend, which made the wedding rather a sad event, with very few friends and family. Tina and I went over to the hospital after the ceremony to show my mother some Polaroids we had taken, so at least we were able to share the moment with her in some way. Recently, Tina mentioned that my mother told her that she thought I was going to be successful in whatever I did. I had no idea she had said this. Sadly, she didn’t make it to see my career flourish, passing away shortly after the wedding day. This obviously threw the family for a loop. I gained a lot of weight, drank and rediscovered cocaine, which I sold to DJ friends in order to pay for my own stash. I threw myself into whatever work I could find.

         I was introduced to a great lady named Kay Bourne by a writer at Nightfall, Mike Freedberg. Kay was the editor at the Bay State Banner, Boston’s premier black newspaper. She happened to be white, but she seemed to be beloved by the black community. For some reason, she took a liking to me and offered me a music column called ‘Breakdown’. No money was offered, but I jumped at the chance, as it gave me something to focus on. She promised that she’d get me into any soul/funk/ jazz gigs that I’d like to review.

         One of the first shows I attended as a journalist was by James Brown. And since I was on assignment, I got a photo of my meeting with the Godfather. I was somewhat speechless and just told him how 51much I liked the gig. A few years later, when we met again, I’d have more to say.

         
            
[image: ]My first published article, for Nightfall magazine, 1978.

            

         

         52I continued working with Jo and his background girls, whom he dubbed ‘Venise’, writing ‘Mystery with Me’, ‘Love Is the Real Thing’ and ‘My Man’ for them, which were my first recorded compositions. I co-wrote ‘My Man’ with a quirky Londoner, my first British acquaintance, Keith Maynard, whom Jo used for arrangements.

         Having produced and released a record that was being played by major DJs, I was feeling optimistic about this music thing. Then getting an artist signed to TK, one of the top disco labels, and having three of my songs recorded and released in France pushed my confidence even higher. So at this point I decided to jump all the way in and try my hand at writing and producing. I wanted to create an entire disco album, à la my Philly heroes Gamble and Huff. Makes sense, right? First, I needed something to record. I needed some songs.

         The most important connection I made through Keith was a keyboardist and singer named Tony Carbone. We would become friends and collaborators. We sat in a diner with Keith and discussed music over breakfast, finding that we had lots of musical influences in common, including blue-eyed soul acts like Hall & Oates, Todd Rundgren and disco. Immediately hitting it off, Tony and I started writing together for my album project. Looking back, the confidence I had in my songwriting talent was totally unfounded. I had absolutely no training at all, but I had ideas in my head, and I’d tape myself singing them into my little cassette recorder. And Tony had all the keyboard skills that were necessary. Plus, he had a great voice. The first song we wrote was ‘Storm Warning’, which had a Trammps-like vibe to it. I remember Tony riffing a piano bass line as we stomped a beat on the floor.

         So the songs were coming. Now … the cash. Money was required to hire musicians and arrangers and to book a studio. Dan and Chico had been helpful with the finances for ‘Losing You’, but even though it got released, we hadn’t made a cent on it, other than the $300 advance. I’d need access to some money. 53

         I still had some bar mitzvah money saved, but that alone wouldn’t do it. I somehow convinced my dad that since I was serious about making a career out of music, he should help me raise some capital. He probably felt bad for me having lost my mom. We decided to approach his friends and our relatives, asking them to invest $1,200 each to become partners in Prince Arthur Productions (Tina and I lived on Prince Street in Brookline). Tina wrote up the agreement (which had no date on it!), listing two songs, ‘Small Circle of Friends’ and ‘Sparkling Burgundy’. My grandmother, aunt, parents and a group of friends and business associates of my dad all ponied up. With that $12k and the $5k I had from my bar mitzvah, I was in business. I was going to make an album the correct way.

         
            
[image: ]My first production company, Take One Productions, Inc.

            

         

         Tony and I were doing well on the song front, but vocalists were an issue. The pickings were slim in Boston, as far as I could tell, but there was this group called The Ambitions that was making some noise. Their lead singer was a soul shouter in the vein of Eddie Levert from The O’Jays. His name was Larry Wedgeworth, aka Larry Woo. I tracked him down, and we met up. It turned out that he was a very good songwriter, along with being a great singer, so Tony and I took him in as part of our writing team. Larry helped us finish ‘Storm Warning’, and we also knocked out another concept I had, ‘I Don’t Need No Music’. I felt very optimistic about that track from day one. 54

         Then, through Larry, I connected with a keyboardist/arranger named Terry Gholson. Terry was a real fan of Thom Bell, one of my favourite Philly producer/arrangers, who had produced The Delfonics, The Spinners and The Stylistics. So we also started writing as a team, coming up with ‘Am I Dreaming’ and ‘Thank You for Being My Girl’. I then reached out to Jonathan Klein, an arranger and keyboardist I had met through Jo, and along with Larry and Tina, we knocked out the song ‘Small Circle of Friends’.

         
            
[image: ]Me in a Montreal record shop with DJ Dominique Zagra, 1978.

            

         

         I had my songs, a team of great players, a studio and the money. I was ready to start producing my debut disco album. In a blur of a few months, we cut twelve tracks in total. Larry and his fellow Ambition members Bobby Howard and Rodney Butler cut lead vocals on ‘I Don’t Need No Music’, ‘Small Circle of Friends’, ‘Put Yourself in My Place’, ‘Am I Dreaming’, ‘Storm Warning’ and ‘Thank You for Being My Girl’; Minnie Gardner on ‘Good Good Lovin’’ and ‘Reaching Out for True Love’; and Tina and the girls from Venise on ‘Perfect Harmony’ and ‘Happiness Is a Day with You’.

         I can admit now that I was really winging it, but working with a crew 55of such talented, hungry young musicians like Andrei Carriere and Jim Anderson (guitars), Jeff Anderson (bass), Bob Stoloff (drums), Sa Davis, Russell Presto and C. L. Kelly (percussion), and Tony Carbone, Rollins Ross, Terry Gholson and Jonathan Klein (keyboards), I was able to create disco music that has proved to be timeless. I felt the record could compete with anything out there. We incorporated elements of the Philly and Motown vocal arrangements and were influenced by Eurodisco and the guitar grooves that Nile Rodgers of Chic was experimenting with. One session in particular stands out: we layered a live section of female Berklee College of Music string players over the bass break of ‘I Don’t Need No Music’, and then Andre chugged a slick guitar through it. I knew the music was really working. The only problem was, I was running out of funds. I had cut too many tracks, without really finishing anything – a taste of things to come.

         
            [image: ]

         

         A few people were sniffing around our sessions, because in Boston nothing like these recordings had really been done before. Having so many musicians all wanting to hang out, it was a bit of a party too. Alan Schivek would pass through, and he loved what he was hearing. One night he brought in a friend of his named Jerry Moulton to check out what we were up to. Jerry’s brother was Tom Moulton, the top remixer on the scene. Tom had arguably done the first 12-inch promo track, Bobby Moore’s ‘(Call Me Your) Anything Man’. After listening to my music, Jerry said he might be interested in signing my project to the new label he was developing with his brother, Tom n’ Jerry Records, distributed by Casablanca Records. Casablanca was the disco label, putting out hits by Donna Summer and the Village People. This sounded like an unbelievable opportunity. Then I heard the deal. Not so great. 56

         The Moultons paid me $20,000 (with a promise of a bonus of $15,000 if anything from the record was certified ‘gold’ – yeah, very likely!). With that money I was able to pay Intermedia $6,500 and the musicians $3,000. I also paid myself back my $5,000. Jerry told me they’d use my songs and our arrangements, but not the actual recordings. They claimed that the masters weren’t up to scratch, and they’d have to re-record everything in Philly, with Tom producing the new sessions. I would just get my songwriting credit and a third of the publishing. But they said they would still need to take all my tapes – not to use, but just to listen to them so they could copy my arrangements. This didn’t sound right to me, but I had no other options.

         Then they wanted to sign Tony and me to publishing deals, so we met with Jerry and the Moultons’ lawyer, Toby Pieniack, in NYC that summer of 1978. We finalised the deal for the album, and Tony, who has an amazing memory, specifically remembers Jerry calling Intermedia’s studio manager, Ross Cibella, getting our final bill for the recording and approving it on that call, while we there. But we both passed on the publishing deals because that offer was shit too, basically.

         When the record was finally released in 1979, I first saw it at the Boston Record Pool. I quickly threw it on the turntable and realised straight away that I had been exploited. They hadn’t re-recorded everything; the album, called TJM, was my production, performances and arrangements. Tom had replaced Bobby Howard’s falsetto vocals with those of Ron Tyson, and there were some new embellishments on strings and horns. But that was it. Further proof was that all the musicians listed on the record were my guys. The worst thing was, Larry got no credit for his amazing leads; all the vocals were accredited to some bullshit act called The Brotherhood. To be sure, Tom had mixed the hell out of the material, and I was very proud of the results. At the very least, I should have gotten a co-production credit, but I was just named among the arrangers. At this point in my career a production credit would have made a huge difference to me, but at least the music was released, and I was able to experience hearing both ‘I Don’t 57Need No Music’ and ‘Put Yourself in My Place’ being pumped out by Larry Levan at Paradise Garage. The former was a top-ten Billboard disco hit and has proved to be a true classic, with Larry’s ‘And the music began to play’ line being sampled in numerous hits over the last forty years. But I pledged to myself that I would never get burnt like that again, and that credit is everything.
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...making music to keep you hot...
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DISCO MUSIC

The Rise and Triumph

of Euro-disco

Dancing to the beat of a different drum.

By Arthur Baker

First there was Love To Love You
Baby. Then there was Love in C Minor.
Then there was more of Donna Summer,
again and again; then there was no
stopping it: a veritable flood of imported
dance records blew disco dancers away
and finally entered radio play-lists. We
began to hear a host of new names:
Bellotte, Moroder and Baldursson; and
Cerrone, Costandinos and Ray. When
Kraftwerk, an austere German combo
whose fans were equally untrendy
rockers, found themselves with an R&B
hit, Trans-Europe Express, it also sur-
prised their record company, the question
had to be asked: why were Americans
going wild about synthesizers and mech-
anical rhythms and love fantasies in
foreign accents? Why were all manner of
people entranced by this slinky fragrant
music, which came to be known as Euro-
disco?

Giorgio Moroder had been an itiner-
ant, bass-playing, pop writer/producer.
He teamed with Pete Bellotte, a vagabond
guitarist who also wrote, produced and
arranged, in early 1972; their sensibilities
were nothing memorable, simply pop
fluff, and rock critics didn’t exactly take
notice of their few European hits; or Son
Of My Father, which seems to have made
some American Top 20 charts. Eventually
they settled down in Germany and came
across transplanted Bostonian Donna
Summer. Again nothing earth-shattering
was produced; Summer enjoyed a few
pop European hits from their pens,
including a rather tactless song which
made a joke out of being a hostage, but
something in Moroder and Bellotte’s
bouncy bubblegum appealed to Casa-
blanca Record’s Neil Bogart, who agreed
to distribute Moroder’s Oasis label in
America.

Shortly thereafter, Moroder and

Arthur Baker is a disco producer and
freelance writer.
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European Music wasn’t hung up on skin
color; it was a people’s dance.

Bellotte went into the studio with
Summer and recorded Love To Love You
Baby, a record that bombed in all markets
previously favorable to Summer’s music
except for disco conscious France.

It started as a moan, ended as a sigh,
and breathed sixteen minutes of erotic
mystery in between. Birkin and
Gainsbourg’s Je T’aime was the model as
Bellotte and Moroder draped Donna’s
love ode in a sentimental lush of strings,
twitchy bass and heaving drums. Guitar,
keyboards and horns punctuated the
rhythmic humping; a snare drum sus-
tained its pulse while the body of the
music caught its breath. Continually
edging up on musical climax but never
coming, breaking down again and again

Willa Heider

to a bare bass, a single drum or a moan,
Love To Love You Baby teased dancers
into thinking their exertions done; but
over and over the music arose, as elastic
as a woman. Summer was the super-
human lover — alluring, evasive, but
willing to push and pull till satisfied. She
was an actress playing the lead role in our
fantasy — and if nothing else, this music
illustrated to what lengths the disco lover
imagined going.

The stereotyped sexy European image
fit snugly and begged to be incorporated
into this Euro-music. Summer became,
according to Time, the ‘“‘Queen of sex
rock.”” Imitators followed: true porn
queens (Andrea True), fashion models
(Grace Jones), and direct copies (Michele
and Claudja Barry), but none would fit so
easily to Donna’s role and none would
lure the public away from Donna.

Less obviously, however, this wasn’t
strictly a performer’s music, like rock and
roll. Although Summer became a star
quickly, it was more because of the stage
directions she was given. Any number of
background moaners might have taken
the role; the irreplaceables in Love To
Love You Baby were Moroder and
Bellotte. In the same way as European
classicists before them, these men were
creating music that was its own image,
that didn’t serve the star personality of its
performer. Controlling the music, the
producers controlled the image; and
Moroder and Bellotte were also success-
ful with projects that lacked a star front
person. Giorgio stepped out of the
studio’s shadows with his own solo
album, Bellotte formed his own group
Trax, and their studio musicians, known
as The Munich Machine, recorded two
albums. And this music, as well as
Summer’s would develop through several
stages.

The success of LTLYB guaranteed
Casablanca Records a market for disco-
directed, passion-responding music from
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amazing tracks were dropping daily. But the South was also the strong-
hold of a new soulful sound, and riding through there listening to
regional radio gave me an amazing education. Songs like Latimore’s
‘Let’'s Straighten It Out’, Little Beaver's ‘Party Down’ and Betty
Wright's ‘Secretary’ all hit me like a brick, even when they were com-

ing out of Steven'’s little VW speakers.

Blachk Mail!

Send your letters to: Black Mail!, Black Music,
Dorset House, Stamford Street, London

SEI 9LU. Most interesting wins an album
token, and the writers of all letters published
will get BM T-shirts . . .

Top Notch Import

I have been reading Black Music for a year
now, having stumbled upon it in an import
magazine shop in Cambridge, Massachu-
setts. I find it definitely the most interesting
journal on the subject of black music to
be found, in the USA or elsewhere. Since
a good deal of the music you cover in your
magazine originates from America, you
would probably assume that there would be
top notch magazines dealing with such an
important American art form. Not so!
There are plenty of pre-teen picture book
soul star mags, but nothing which covers.
the music with the intelligence and in-
depthness of Black Music. It is a shame,
since there is so much to be learned from
and about the artists who are now enter-
taining such a great cross-section of my
country and the rest of the world. Whether
it be a form of institutional racism or a
lack of the profit incentive that rules most
facets of the music business everywhere,
something is denying America a much
needed journal. I consider myself lucky to
have found Black Music. I am a disco DJ
in a club on the outskirts of Boston, Massa-
chusetts, and I find it very interesting to
be able to observe British trends in soul/
danceable music and also seeing outside
observations of my own culture and trends.
The articles in your magazine stimulate my
thinking often. For example, I see that
some of your writers have more purist
leanings than I myself do. I try to view
all music, whether it be jazz, rock, folk or
soul on a musical continuum. I see so-called
sophistisoul as a part of that popular music
continuum; which may or may not be here
for a long while, but will definitely be out-
lived by pure soul music. People like Van
McCoy, Biddu, Hugo and Luigi, Jacques
Morali, Harold Wheeler and the multitude
of TSOP geniuses will definitely influence
soul music, now and in the future, but
eventually a good deal of the groups now
churning out highly orchestrated disco
material will revert to a more soulful
sound. As for now, it may be commercial,
but you sure can get down with it. I would
really like to be able to correspond with
Black Music readers; perhaps swapping the
new releases in both of our countries and
trading stories of our good times with our
favourite music. Arthur “Boom Boom”
Baker, Apartment 39, Mt. Sugarloaf apts.,
Sunderland, Mass., USA.—LP winner.

Keep On Keepin’ On

Firstly T would like to thank you sincerely
for “Black Music” throughout 1975 and for
your exciting presentation, both educa-
tional and entertaining. Your writers are
undoubtedly the best in the music papers
of this country. I believe that it is no
coincidence that black music has increased
in popularity in this country since the face
of Stevie attracted my attention back in
November 1974. There is no doubt in my
mind that BM has been, and shall continue
to be, greatly instrumental in exposing true
black music in Britain. Your variety is

our mag, i.e. via an extended Black Mail,
more crosswords, competitions and the like.
The Disco Roadshow was a great idea for
meeting the readers in the flesh and I can
only hope that you will visit Merseyside
next time around. We scouse brothers and
sisters are lucky to have two fine soul radio
programmes on Radio City and BBC Radio
Merseyside presented by Phil Easton and
Terry Lennaire, respectively. In many
discos one can find a mixture of both fast
“Northern” sounds and the latest funky
records from the heart of Black America.
Although certain people have criticised you
for it, I am glad to observe that BM is con-
cerned not only with the music but also
with the people who make it. One must
have an idea of the environment in which
our music is made. You give us that. Mike
Allen, Monk Road, Wallasey, Merseyside.

Reviewed Review

Nice to see the Originals in February’s
Black Music, but not so nice to read the
comments on page 24 (singles reviews)
regarding Tamiko Jones’ “I'M SPELL-
BOUND”. If you would like to rectify the
implications, here are a few facts: The “A
& R guy” was in fact “on the case” in
August 1975 when Motown Los Angeles
were first asked to provide the tape. It
transpired after a month of searching, that
America simply could not find it. Naturally
the next step was to find an as near to mint
copy of the original single, Now, no one
needs to tell you, of all people, the diffi-
culty in getting superstar disc jockeys to
part with their precious exclusives, even
for the few weeks needed to dub a disc.
The result was, and still is, no Tamiko
Jones original. If, however, any of your
readers do possess a clean copy and are
prepared to loan it, then the said record
may appear. The same applies to any other
suggestions that Black Music readers may
have for oldie re-issues. Tamla Motown 76
is not Tamla Motown '75 and we are now
open to all suggestions. Bob Fisher, Press
Officer, Tamla Motown.

OHMS Out Deh...

I am one of your many FORCES readers
and would like to thank the publishers of
BM for a great mag. My interest in music
is reggae, so I would like to say a special
thanks to CARL GAYLE who did the article
on BOB MARLEY which included “Dem
Dread Out Deh”, “Confessions Of A Rasta
Man” and more recently “Straight to the
Nation’s Head”. I find the pre-release charts
good as 1 have to rely on the mag for info
on the latest sounds and dubs, I would like
to see more letters sent from the people
who read BM—can you also encourage
more younger readers to write in to the
Black Mail spot in the mag. The mag has
come a long way since the first edition,
so keep up the high standards which make
it the Nation’s best mag for a long time.
Hail to all the Brothers of the forces—come
forward and let us unite through the
powers of the most high. Jah can set us free.
MARCUS GARVEY meets the ROCKERS
uptown. What sheer brilliance dread out
here . . . Dexter B. H. White, CAD Bramley,
Nr Basingstoke, Hants.

well performed by Jimmy Helms and the
delicious Kelle Patterson. Yes, thank you
BBC for stirring. Now how about a new
“Colour My Soul” series, or the showing of
your recording of the Supremes’ concert
which you have left to be buried under
inches of dust in your archives? I don’t
think the BBC (or ITV for that matter
who seem to be totally unaware of the
soul boom) have yet fully realised that soul
is the music of the people and that the
people want much more soul on television.
COME ON TELEVISION COMPANIES
LISTEN TO US!! B. D. Thompson, Hardie
Green, Blackfords, Cannock, Staffordshire.

Swedish Opportunist

I absolutely agree with Charlie Gillett
regarding your magazine, although I've
said it before you started to quote him on
your cover. It’s one of the few magazines
I find worth buying and reading. But can
you please write something about the best
of them all. The man who started all the
jazz funk. MILES DAVIS! It will also make
me happy if you would like to mention
something about what Sly is doing nowa-
days, and something about that wonderful
group called Parliament. I really enjoyed
seeing and ‘hearing’ the Blackbyrds at
Barbarellas in Birmingham. They were
great! It's a fantastic opportunity I have
this year when I'm staying in England, as
no soul groups ever tour Sweden, where
I usually live. All my answers to your Black-
byrds quiz are correct, and I think your
questions are a little bit too simple. I'm
looking forward to winning that album.
Have you heard the resemblance on the
track “Happy Music” between Ronald Byrd
and Miles Davis?—Mr Matz Borgstrom,
4 Gagdon Court, Gaydon Road, Solihull,
West Midlands.

Iam a newcomer to the disco scene—but I
was lucky to choose a fabulous one in
Bournemouth as an introduction. I may
be relatively advanced in years but I
discovered that age is not important:
it is how you feel for music of today.
I am sure that there are hundreds of “girls”
in their thirties, like me, who have been
out of action because of rearing families,
who would love to return to the scene.
Believe me, they will feel as right now as
any teenager or twenty year old. The
reason I chose the disco was the appear-
ance there of George McCrae in concert.
I was right among all the kids at the stage,”
and that fantastic man made it a night to
remember—by holding MY hand, saying a
few words to ME—and caressing MY face.
Thank you for a wonderful magazine that
encouraged me to get back into my music
again. Mrs Janette Nugent, Stone Lane,
Yeovil, Somerset.

All I want to say is that I agree entirely
with Mrs. J. Anderson of Derby about the
so-called Northern Soul Scene. Nothing is
special about it all and it doesn’t sound
soulful to my ears either. Mind you, those
who appreciate Northern Soul will probably
say the same about good funk and reggae.
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