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Introduction

Don't let that cover photo fool you. This isn't a story about Grandpa's music. It's just one snapshot of a single moment of my life in the music business. It is one, though, that I particularly like. In fact, all of our lives constantly change, and the photos change along with them. I was fortunate enough to participate in an incredibly exciting period of music history. I decided to write this book because I now recognize the uniqueness of the last 70 years of music, from the development of both new musical styles and the technology that complemented and eventually drove the creation of that new music. Due to some quirk of fate, I was involved in both music and technology during this period. I think it’s a story worth sharing.

My music career started with the big bands of the 1940s and I traveled through all the genres of music created from then to the present time. This means I saw the birth of pop, rock ’n’ roll, country, blues, bebop, modern jazz, funk, rhythm and blues, soul, doo-wop, story theme Broadway show music, rap, folk, gospel, Latin, disco, heavy metal, techno and hip-hop. As an engineer, I participated in the creation of recorded audio for the numerous delivery platforms developed to sell music. This included 78, 45 and 33 rpm phonograph records, wire recorders, reel-to-reel magnetic tape, stereo and quadraphonic phonograph records, quadraphonic reel-to-reel tape, ‘eight-track tape for cars, cassette tape, compact disc (CD), surround sound and the digital formats of today that are used to deliver audio to computer-based listening systems. I may have missed a few, but this list is pretty impressive. Think about it. None of this music or technology existed 70 years ago. I was involved in creating, playing and engineering much of this music during my life. What a ride it was!

Although I spent my first 20 years learning the skills needed to be a musician and engineer, the next 65 years were shared by my life partner, Vernyle. She has been involved in every aspect of my career, whether answering the phone, booking a session, singing on the sessions I produced or becoming the bookkeeper and office manager for the various businesses we started. In a sense, we were a team that created numerous creative business ventures...and raised six children.

All of my kids are creative. My three boys (John, Ron Jr. and David) are involved in the music business. Two of my daughters (Lisa and Carol) are talented singers. My daughter Valorie was a talented dancer. Their offspring are now showing signs of talent in music and art. The family genes are alive and well.

Life, especially now, is moving faster. We're a technologically driven society in which trends last for months rather than decades. But we shouldn't get bogged down in trying to anticipate the next iPhone or wristwatch communication device. Music still requires a creator and someone to perform it. Forget about the technological changes. Each new audio tech development still needs a song or music composition to justify its existence. If you're truly creative, your music will be received by an audience that now includes the entire world. Anyone can showcase their talent on YouTube for the entire planet to see and hear. The hard part is turning this talent into a career that earns a living. I hope this issue will be resolved soon, because it is very difficult to monetize music creativity today. I was fortunate to create music during a period of time when we were paid to do it. Hopefully, some of my experiences in this book will inspire other people to pursue their dreams and ultimately get rewarded for it.
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1.  The Farm
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It takes a lifetime to really understand the dynamics that shaped your life. I hope that by writing this, you, the reader, might gain some insight into how to react to circumstances and events that may occur in your own life.

My early years were shaped by my parents’ desires and the ways in which they were affected by their own upbringings, early lives and economic conditions. Their actions shaped my own goals by identifying things I knew I should avoid in life and others that I felt would benefit me. Actually, my life’s outlook was defined at a young age after my family moved to a farm.

My father, John Bigalski (1901-1974), was the only boy in a family that included six sisters. His parents emigrated from Germany around 1889. I found ship documents on Ancestry.com indicating the ship they sailed on. My grandfather, August, worked for the railroad, which many people did in the late 1800s, including my future wife’s grandfather who emigrated from Italy. Five of my dad’s sisters got married when they were young and started their own families. Another (Anna) drowned during the famous Eastland ship disaster on the Chicago River in 1915. This was a Western Electric outing. When everyone went to one side to wave goodbye, the ship capsized and 844 people died 10 feet from the dock. My dad, who was 14 at the time, went on the outing with two of his sisters and somehow was pulled out of the water. In the chaos that followed, he couldn’t find his sisters, so he took the L train home in his wet clothes to tell his mother what had happened. One sister got out, but Anna drowned in the accident. A recent article on the disaster pointed out that the women on that ship wore long dresses and had never learned to swim. This probably contributed to their inability to swim 20 feet to the dock. I can only imagine the effect this had on my father and his family.

After all his sisters got married, he was left to attend to his aging parents. As a result, he missed many career opportunities and chances to marry during his 20s. He told me about many things that happened to him. He was degraded by the students and priests at St. Patrick’s High School because he was German and most of the people at Patrick’s were Irish. Sounds familiar, doesn’t it? As a result of the racial discrimination during those times, he at some point legally changed his name to Steele, figuring that this would give him more career opportunities. However, he never forgot or fully recovered from this bad “religious” experience at St. Patrick’s. A friend of his started a battery company and asked my dad to join him. My dad turned him down because of the time required to care for his parents. That company ultimately became a huge success, and his friend became very wealthy. During the Depression years in the 1930s, my dad lived with his parents in an apartment building near Cicero and Jackson and had a full-time job. Thus, he supported his parents and took care of their property while his sisters were doing their own thing.

One (Aunt Ida), had a baby out of wedlock. That was considered so inappropriate that she had to leave town. She ended up in Buffalo; we visited her and her family once when I was young. She was a very nice lady. Aunt Margaret, whom we saw a lot, had two daughters (Marlene and Karen). Aunt Hattie had five kids, most of whom worked at AT&T on Cicero Avenue. In those days, it seemed like everyone worked at AT&T...and why not? It was a 15-minute bus trip from their home. In those days, most families had only one car, if any. Aunt Rose lived a block from our house on Marmora and was very close to my dad. We saw her many times. She did not have any children and was married to a weird guy. Aunt Agnes moved to Michigan City, Indiana and had two children. We made yearly trips to see her. We’d drive up on a Sunday and pop in around noon. She was always happy to see us and would make the best chicken dinner around. Aunt Hattie, who had five kids, was a wild woman. We didn’t go there much, but when we did, it was exciting with all the kids there. She was also a great cook. Actually, all my aunts were great cooks and mothers because none of them worked. In those days, the role of most women was to be a housewife or a stay-at-home mom.

My dad and mother met at a roller-skating rink and got married in 1934. My grandmother (Agnes) was very ill and died in 1937. Since my grandfather was also ill, they sold the apartment building and bought a home at 2944 N. Marmora near Austin and Diversey in Chicago. This new home happened to be one block from my Aunt Rose’s house. I suspect that with his mother gone, my dad felt more comfortable being near his older sister. I was born in 1936 and have vague memories of my grandfather. He was missing a leg and was in a wheelchair. He died in 1940. I remember his wake being held at our house, with the casket and candles in the living room. During the Depression, people couldn’t afford funeral homes.

My mother, Esther Souminen, was born in Duluth, Minnesota on February 28, 1911. I’m actually writing this chapter on her birthday. She had three brothers and lived on a farm. Her parents had emigrated from Finland in the late 1800s. Her life took a tragic turn when her mother died when she was six years old. She remembered very vividly a bunch of neighbor women coming into her house and taking her mother’s things. This indelibly impacted her and affected her life forever. She couldn’t understand why they had stolen her mother’s things. Her father, who was a kind of religious preacher, became unglued and treated all his kids badly. My mother insisted that one of her brothers suddenly disappeared as a teenager. Nobody saw him again. He presumably died in some way. Another (Gilbert) got out as fast as he could and ended up in Brooklyn, where he raised a family. I remember going to see them when I was 12; because it was so hot, my cousin took me to the roof of the flat where they lived so that we could sleep outside. To my surprise, the roof was filled with kids in the building, including some teenage girls who just spread out their blankets and laid down with the rest of us. Now, that was culture shock!

The third brother (William/Bill), who was younger than my mom, joined the army at a very young age and became a career soldier. He joined around 1936 and fought the entire Second World War in Europe. Before he left for Europe, he went to Chicago to visit my mother and to see a friend’s family. When he arrived at the friend’s house, two young ladies met him at the door to let him in. My aunt Gert had already claimed dibs by telling her sister, “He’s mine!” Bill and Gert got married within a couple of weeks. She went back to the Texas army base with him and became pregnant with my cousin Betty. His unit was highly decorated in the Second World War, and he became a master sergeant. Bill retired after 20 years and then worked for the First National Bank in Chicago, where he became head security guard. I was always impressed by his stature and solid outlook on life. He retired from the bank and lived happily with two pensions until he passed in the late 1990s. He had two children (Betty and Lynn). Lynn has a large extended family and lives south of Chicago. Betty died around 2001. She had two boys.

My mother’s father, to get rid of his only responsibility, put her on a train to Chicago with a small amount of money. She was to work for a family as a sort of babysitter/house cleaner. She later got a job at Marshall Fields as a salesperson and was able to eke out a living. Think about a 16-year-old girl going to Chicago with no friends or relatives and trying to survive during the Depression. That’s why her father did it. I’m sure the Depression was even worse in Duluth. She never saw her father again.

After she married, my mother was thrust into another situation. She became a caregiver for my dad’s parents. I was born during this four-year period, and after both of my grandparents died, we became a typical American family. We had a nice house, and I started kindergarten at Mary Lyon School, which was two blocks from our home. My dad had a good job at General Electric. Everything was normal.

We went to Wisconsin every year on vacation and also once went to Yellowstone Park in Wyoming. Our car was a 1936 Chevy since you couldn’t buy a car during war years. I remember when the running board rusted out; my dad just bolted boards to the frame and painted them black. He was always fixing that car. It became a weekend ritual.

Out of the blue, my parents decided to buy a farm in Chippewa Falls, Wisconsin. I think my mother was searching for her roots and my dad couldn’t deal with working for people. He had a personality clash with someone at every place he worked. Maybe this was their way of escaping the pressures of the big city. I very vividly remember waving goodbye to my close friend and leaving Chicago.

My dad had all the cash from the sale of our house in a small satchel. In those days, you could travel only 200 miles a day, so we stopped in a small town. After we left the next morning, my dad asked my mom about the satchel. It wasn’t in the car. We turned around and went back to this seedy-looking hotel and there was the satchel sitting on the curb, untouched. That was the only good thing that happened during the farm adventure.

When we moved into the farmhouse, we soon discovered that nobody knew the first thing about farming. There was no income, and all of the farming tools were sold, as were the crops. They even sold the apples from our apple orchard that wouldn’t be ready for picking until the fall. These farmers were clever bastards. We spent the summer repairing our broken well, since we couldn’t live without water. We did, however, have a functioning outhouse that proved to be a lot of fun in December and a central wood stove that heated the whole house, more or less...mostly less.

I started school in September and had to walk a mile to school every day. It was one room, one teacher for all eight grades, with a single stove heating the room. It was like being in The Adventures of Tom Sawyer. I guess there were about 20 kids there. Another kid and I constituted the entire fourth grade. There was a big 15-year-old in eighth grade who used to hop out the window at lunchtime and plow the field next to the school. I doubt he ever graduated. The kids knew I was from the city and treated me like a pariah. At one point, the teacher let me out early so the older kids couldn’t chase me home. Meanwhile, during school the teacher gave me a fourth-grade book, and I finished it in four weeks. I figured I’d be in sixth grade in six months! There was nothing else to do but study since I had no friends.

One time, I decided to explore the outer perimeter of our farm, which was about 85 acres in size. I headed for this forest area near the back of our farm and kept walking. It was full of large pine trees. I started to hear a roar and suddenly, I came across a river that was flowing into a huge lake. It was Lake Chippewa. We had waterfront property!

I also had a job. The elderly couple who owned the farm across from us hired my mother to milk cows in return for free milk and eggs. I was assigned the job of chasing the chickens out of the pine trees and back into the chicken coop at dusk every night. Those huge green pine trees looked like the Rockefeller Center trees at Christmas...only the ornaments were chickens!

My dad became mentally unstable with the whole situation and spent most of his time walking in circles in the house. This was easy because the house had that kind of layout. We discovered that most of the walls were just wallpaper glued to the studs...maybe to let the heat get through? Anyway, we left after eight months and ended up back in Chicago in a small basement apartment near my Aunt Hattie’s. My cousin, June, used to take me to school in their neighborhood. We later lived with Aunt Rose for a short period. I then went to Mary Lyon (my original school), which was near Aunt Rose’s house. It seems that my mother bought a house at 2934 N. Rutherford in Chicago but had trouble getting the previous owner to move out. Because of Aunt Rose’s husband, we had to move to the Irving Hotel at Cicero and Irving Park until we could get into the new house. I then had to take a city bus to school and back every day, pretending that I was living nearby. This took some clever moves. I think I may have been the first bused student in Chicago. Oh...and in addition, my mother forged a report card from Wisconsin to get me into a higher grade. I must have studied a lot on that bus.

We finally moved into our new house on Rutherford Street, and I transferred to nearby Locke School. The farm adventure was over, but I learned many things from it. I became independent...or, better yet, divorced... from my parents. They didn’t know it, but I was now running my own life. I couldn’t count on them any more for direction and leadership. They were too busy just trying to survive and, in a sense, working to keep us fed and relatively comfortable. I had to learn to do things by myself. I also learned to dislike farmers. We have this vision of farmers as honest, hardworking people. Don’t believe it. My association with black musicians in Chicago later in life, proved much more rewarding.

2. The Star Tones

After we settled into our new home on Rutherford, things returned to normal...with one exception. My mother now had a full-time job on the night shift at the White Cap Company. Someone had to work, so she got a job. My dad also managed to get a job at Cory Corporation. He worked all day and she worked at night for a while at White Cap until she landed a day job at Zenith Radio making TVs. For 25 years, she worked on a production line making TVs. During this period, she made many friends and retired with a significant profit-sharing check. Zenith took care of all its workers. Today, workers at FoxCom in China get virtually nothing for making Apple iPhones and other electronic devices. This is the moral decline in human treatment that now permeates the world and lines the pockets of corporate executives.

My dad eventually got a machinery maintenance job at Heick Die Casting Company, which was four blocks from our house. Chicago and even our neighborhood had many manufacturing businesses that employed quite a few people. Good jobs were everywhere. My dad was very skilled at many mechanical.things. He fixed his own cars, including some very complex things like repairing a transmission. We never hired anyone to fix anything in our home. I remember replacing furnaces, putting on new siding.

and various other projects rebuilding the interior of our home. I personally took out the wall between our dining room and living room to create an “open concept” feeling. We even poured a concrete stairway for our front entrance, which is still there today. To survive in those days, you had to acquire skills to do your own property maintenance. The youth of today shun this kind of work and as a result over a lifetime, they squander thousands of dollars hiring workers to do simple home maintenance work.

I was basically on my own, going to Locke School and taking care of our new dog, Ginger. We lived one block from the school, so I went home for lunch every day, as did most of the kids. I remember always watching the Art Van Dame jazz quintet on the noon show of a local TV station. Years later I would get to know all those players and actually play with some of them. At Locke, I guess I was a good student, but I never felt like I was that good. I had one close friend (Rich Grane) whom I hung out with. He was always interested in cars, and we talked about them for hours.

In seventh grade, I was given a job as “milk boy” by the principal. This was a cool gig because we got to leave class early to deliver milk to all the classrooms at recess. Thus, I never had recess, but my partner Ron Ranke and I formed a friendship that lasted for years. I still talk to Ron occasionally. The really cool job was held by Jerry Johnson. He was the “bell boy.” He rang all the bells that signaled recess and the beginning and end of school. Jerry was a very tall guy who was an excellent student and was the role model for most kids at the school. I subbed for him a couple of times, but he really didn’t like that. The three of us got to know Mr. Weber, our principal, quite well. It’s always good to have a positive relationship with the principal.

When I was 12, I got a guitar for Christmas. To this day I don’t know why. Maybe it was because an accordion was too expensive. My dad took me to lessons at the Volpe School of Music on Irving Park. I really hated these lessons, but we went for ice cream afterward, so that made it palatable. I did not do well and after about six months I quit taking lessons. A little later, a school (Montclair Music) opened near us on Grand Avenue and offered a great price for lessons that included being in an orchestra. The teacher was a little better and I played in the orchestra, which consisted of 12 accordions, two violins, two guitars and a trumpet. It was God awful, but for some reason I enjoyed it.

I soon began studying with a very good teacher at Rocky’s Music near Grand and Harlem. This school was on a different level from the other two. At some point I needed to buy an electric guitar, so I went by bus to the National Guitar factory in Chicago and talked the owner into selling me a guitar and an amp at a great price. I was learning to negotiate. My teacher wanted me to get a Gibson L7 and had I done this, it would be worth about $6,000 today. I bought my first electric guitar at the dawn of what turned out to be a revolution in pop music that was led by the evolution of the electric guitar.
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Trying out my new guitar.

Rocky had top pros teaching at his school. Most were staff players from radio stations, including Frank Rullo (drums), Hank Winston (piano), Loys Johnson (reeds) and, of course, Rocky on trumpet. Staff musicians working at radio stations then were the best musicians with the highest paying jobs. When I went for lessons, I was surrounded by great players. My teacher was good, but not an outstanding player. He did, however, get me to the next level.

In eighth grade we had a small band as part of our school music training. Mrs. Lynch, our music teacher, was very instrumental in getting this program going. As it turned out, three of us went on to play professionally, including my friend Peter Pettenuzzo, a trumpet player who had a very successful band when he was known as Pete Petten. Ron Ranke became a sax player and later an artist manager.

At graduation Mrs. Lynch asked me to play a guitar solo. I practiced a piece called “Two Guitars” for several months and I played it OK, except the guitar went out of tune. That was my first live performance. Later, during the ceremony, there was a presentation by the American Legion, scheduled to award the outstanding graduate in my class. When the announcement started, we all sort of looked at Jerry Johnson and made room for him to step forward. Then, Mr. Weber announced my name! I was shocked and then received the medal from a soldier representing the American Legion. This was the first award I ever received. I was particularly happy that my parents and Uncle Bill, a war veteran, were also in the audience

I graduated in December thanks to that forged grade report from Wisconsin and immediately started at Lane Tech High School. I thank Jerry Johnson for recommending Lane. Jerry Johnson and I were the only ones to go there. I used to take the bus and, occasionally, go with a friend in his father’s car. It was a bitter cold winter and an hour each way was normal. Meanwhile, my guitar teacher said he couldn’t teach me anymore and hooked me up with George Allen. George was the top guitar teacher in Chicago and had a studio in the Lyon and Healy Building downtown. I went every Saturday for a lesson. George used to teach me using clarinet books. The clarinet has about the same written range as the guitar, so this material was perfect for learning reading and position studies on guitar. George also had his own chord study system that greatly simplified chord study for guitar. When I was teaching, I improved on his system with my own.

When we arrived at Lane, maybe the largest high school (4,500 students, all boys) in the world, it was total chaos, and we didn’t know what we were doing. Jerry joined the band and suggested that I check out the orchestra. I went up to the music department on the fifth floor and was met by Joe Grill. Joe was a veteran teacher and asked me what I could play. I said guitar. He said, “OK, you’re a bass player.” Within a half hour, I was holding an upright bass and bow and given a lesson. Every day after school I would practice classical bass in the orchestra music complex. Joe gave me a bass, and it was mine for four years. I later found out that this was a very valuable instrument. It played beautifully. The game was on!
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