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			Foreword

			by Taylor Hackford

			In 1985, I was finishing postproduction on my dance film White Nights, starring Mikhail Baryshnikov and Gregory Hines, when I got a call from an English producer, Stephanie Bennett, asking if I’d be interested in making a documentary to commemorate Chuck Berry’s sixtieth birthday. Being a child of rock ’n’ roll who’d experienced the blossoming of this All-American artform in the fifties and sixties, this was an opportunity I had to take seriously—there was no one like Chuck Berry—he was the gold standard—the greatest singer, songwriter, and guitarist of his generation. 

			I met with Stephanie and found her to be an interesting blend of middle-class English professionalism and “ducker and diver” entrepreneurship. In addition to having produced docs on The Everly Brothers and The Beach Boys, she had accomplished the seemingly impossible task of securing the rights to The Compleat Beatles, one of the first and best documentaries on The Beatles. I asked her what commitments she already had in place, and she said that Universal Home Video was interested in financing a star-studded concert film featuring major rock ’n’ roll artists who had been influenced by Chuck’s songs and musical style. Basically, that included everyone in rock ’n’ roll. The only artist she’d already locked-up was Keith Richards, as musical director of this concert. Being a Rolling Stones fan, this pleased me immensely, because I knew there would be a high musical quotient to any concert Keith was involved in—plus he’d always made it known that his number-one influence was Chuck Berry. Then I asked the most important question: “Was Chuck onboard.” Stephanie blinked: “Chuck says he’s in if the price is right, and Universal is ready to pay him handsomely for his musical and personal rights.” Of course, I knew what that meant: Stephanie and whoever joined her as director were in for a bumpy ride. I was familiar with the myriad stories about Chuck’s “bad boy” persona—he’d already served three stints in prison (for grand-theft auto, sex-trafficking, and tax evasion), and was notorious for demanding cash up-front before he’d play a gig—often changing the terms in the process. However, instead of these warning signs deterring me, they were major attractions because I knew that any film featuring Chuck Berry could not be boring. (One problem I have with celebratory documentaries is that they are too often “gooey valentines,” glossing over the personality flaws that often go hand in glove with an artist’s ascent to fame and fortune.) With Chuck Berry, I knew it would be impossible to hide his dark underside—the camera doesn’t lie, so if I could capture him candidly in action—I was sure I’d make a provocative film. Little did I know how accurate my prediction would turn out to be.

			I told Stephanie what I’d need to direct this film: total artistic control, including final cut. She immediately agreed. I also said that I was not interested in simply making a concert film—I wanted to capture a candid portrait of Chuck as he interreacted with all the guest artists he’d be rehearsing with before the concert, and also I wanted Chuck to agree to speak with me on-camera about his complicated career. Stephanie liked my concepts and said that she’d get Universal to approve my deal points. However, as for Chuck agreeing to speak with me on-camera, I would have to convince him myself—Chuck was the executive producer of the film.

			The first step in putting this project together was for all of us to meet with Chuck to make sure we were all on the same page, so Stephanie, her line producer, Thomas Adelman, Keith, and I flew to Chicago where he was performing at the Chicago Blues Festival. This experience turned out to be prescient in defining the anarchic nature of what this project would become. We met Chuck backstage at the festival, before he was about to go onstage. Being a hustling producer, Stephanie had encouraged the promoter to have photographers present to capture Keith and Chuck together—hoping this would encourage both men to commit publicly to our film. It was interesting to watch Stephanie work—she boldly suggested to the promoter that he invite Keith on stage at the end of Chuck’s set for an impromptu jam. Chuck eyed Stephanie coldly, but he didn’t object, nodding his approval. At the end of Chuck’s set, Keith walked out on stage, and the audience went insane, giving the Rolling Stone an ovation that dwarfed what they had given Chuck earlier. I watched Chuck’s reaction, ever the showman he welcomed Keith with open arms, but I also detected a veiled resentment—a clear slap in the face that this second generation rock ’n’ roller was a much bigger star than he was. Keith righteously put the audience in their place: “I stole every lick this man ever created, he’s the best ever.” (Later, Keith told me that the last time they’d met, Chuck had punched him in the face, mistaking him for a troublesome fan. While Keith was good-natured about this insult, I could tell he was still sensitive about the incident. At that moment, I saw what the theme of this film should be: creator versus pupil. Keith, the pupil, who had risen to greater heights of fame and fortune than his mentor, Chuck, who had actually invented the art form.

			After the concert we had planned to sit down in the restaurant at our hotel to discuss the film, but Chuck insisted that we have the meeting in his Winnebago, a huge motor home he’d driven up from his home in St Louis. When Stephanie tried to protest, suggesting that we take a limo, Chuck laid down the law: “Nobody drives Chuck Berry, but Chuck Berry.” Instead of sitting down to a quiet meal, he pulled his giant rig into a MacDonalds for take-out burgers and shakes. We ate as he drove us around his old Chicago haunts: past Chess Records on Michigan Ave where he literally turned the wrong direction onto this major Chicago thoroughfare, blowing his air horn to warn six lanes of on-coming traffic to get out of his way. Chuck was serving notice: “You are all in for one wild ride.” Forewarned, none of us backed down.

			Personally, I was thrilled, Chuck was more quirky, charming, and human than I’d ever imagined. I knew he’d be a fantastic on-camera personality—my movie star. I told him honestly that I was not there to do a hatch-job/expose on his life, but neither was I interested in doing a puff piece. I saw this film as an opportunity of creating a lasting legacy of his career, and I wanted him to speak with me candidly about his life and music. To my delight, he agreed “to let me in.” We cemented our relationship with a handshake. Of course, anyone who’d worked with Chuck Berry over the years knew that his commitments and handshakes were malleable, but I was a novice and had to discover his mercurial style for myself. 

			We recruited an incredibly talented group of artists, both in front of and behind the camera, who had all come to celebrate the brilliance of this man who had indelibly influenced our lives. But to our amazement, Chuck seemed to sabotage our efforts at every turn, refusing to appear on the first day of shooting until he was paid an extra $25,000 in cash, delivered in a brown paper bag. When he finally appeared seven hours later, he was totally charming and cooperative. (He pulled me aside conspiratorially and said: “Taylor, this has nothing to do with you and me, it’s just business.”) Actually, I normally produce and direct my films, but in this instance I was happy that I did not take producer credit, it was up to Stephanie and Associate Producer Albert Spevak to satisfy Chuck’s avaricious demands each day, which allowed me to work with him on purely creative issues. I’m sure it preserved our relationship. Still, he could be totally exasperating creatively. On the second day of shooting, he told me he wouldn’t be available on Wednesday: “I’ve got a gig at the Ohio State Fair.” Shocked, I protested: “Chuck I’ve only got six days to shoot this entire film, including the concert! I need every minute of shooting-time to make it work.” Unfortunately, my dramatics didn’t faze Chuck: “I’ve got a contract in Ohio, they’re paying me twenty-five grand and I’m going”. (In reality, he was being paid more by Universal than anyone on the film—$500,000—but he seemed to have a psychotic need “to put one over” on the production every day. It was exhausting.) I responded to his bombshell by saying that I would follow him to Ohio with a small film crew. His response was typical: “Fine with me, but I ain’t payin’.” The resulting sequence turned out to be one of the best in the film: Bruce Springsteen narrated it, recalling his experience backing up Chuck on the road when he and the E-Street Band were nobodies.

			Without a doubt Chuck was the most difficult, unpredictable, and temperamental “movie star” I’ve ever worked with, but my philosophy is: When you’re working with a genius, you can’t expect them to be “normal.” Chuck’s unpredictability and his sly charm were what made him irresistible on screen, so as a filmmaker I had a ball making Hail! Hail!. The fact that I had a costar as strong, talented, and experienced as Keith Richards was my ace in the hole. Chuck was absolutely diabolical in his treatment of Keith—complimentary one moment and cruelly punishing the next. Most spoiled rock ’n’ roll stars would have walked out early in the process, but Keith was there for one reason—to celebrate his mentor in front of the world—and no amount of shit from Chuck could dissuade him. I grew to have immense respect for Keith Richards.

			This book by Stephanie Bennett and Thomas Adelman will probably tell a different story—they didn’t “enjoy” the filmmaking process—they had to do the dirty work. Stephanie told me about the verbal abuse and sexual harassment she and Jane Rose, Keith’s manager, had to put up with. None of this abusive behavior happened in front of me, but I didn’t doubt it. Chuck dished out his humiliating abuse to all of us in one form or another. Both Stephanie and Jane were tough professionals who knew the world of rock ’n’ roll—they would have hollered if they felt truly threatened, but like the rest of us professionals, these women took the “heat” to get the film made. 

			Trying to understand Chuck Berry is probably impossible. The first generation of rock ’n’ roll was populated by rough, working-class men who literally had to fight to be heard. In 1955, Chuck was carrying three jobs to feed his family, and only played his music on weekends in East St Louis, Illinois—one of the toughest neighborhoods in the US. But Chuck Berry had ambition, literary ambition, that he secretly fostered. In the bonus materials I included for the Hail! Hail! DVD, Robbie Robertson has a conversation with Chuck in which Chuck spontaneously starts reciting English poetry that he learned in prison when he was eighteen years of age. He could still recite all that iambic pentameter by heart. To me that moment revealed the huge world of white culture and intellectualism that Chuck craved in his heart but had no way of accessing. It was like a big “keep out” sign, saying “uneducated blacks need not apply,” against which he was hurling himself. That combined with a sexual fantasy about white women that he was honest about in his biography, made up the reality that Stephanie and Jane and the rest of us had to deal with.

			Still, with all of his diabolical behavior, I loved Chuck Berry. As much as he tried to hide, he did keep his word to me, he “let me in” and I believe that a substantial portion of this great artist’s personality, his incredible energy, and his dark tortured soul was captured forever in Hail! Hail! Rock ’N’ Roll.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			By Stephanie Bennett

			On March 18, 2017, Chuck Berry died and the phone calls and emails started coming in. I was the producer of the film Hail! Hail! Rock ’N’ Roll. People asked me, “How do you feel?”

			It’s a tough question to answer in one sentence.

			I have produced many films with famous musical stars including: “The Compleat Beatles,” which was the first music documentary on home video, films about Joni Mitchell, Roy Orbison’s “ Black and White Night,” the Everly Brothers, and the Beach Boys, among others. 

			I was always respectful of the artists and their art and I would say, in all cases, everyone was happy with the end result. Making a film about the legend Chuck Berry seemed like a feather in my cap as producer.

			Taylor Hackford agreed to be the director, Keith Richards agreed to be the musical director, and I thought Chuck Berry would have been thrilled. But he wasn’t. Chuck was a very private person; he rarely ever did interviews, or agreed to be filmed, and suddenly we were on his doorstep. Literally we brought crews and cameramen into his home in Wentzville, Missouri, and took him out of his comfort zone, whether it was going to Keith Richard’s house in Jamaica or meeting up in Chicago. It would ultimately take two years to make the film and during that time we would have the most intimate close-up look at Chuck Berry. It is not always a pretty picture.

			Taylor Hackford, the director, described working with Chuck as more difficult than working with any movie star. “We all came to Berry Park expecting to celebrate this incredible genius. What we found was a very conflicted genius who gave us a lot of trouble. The scorpion stung us with his stinger.”

			As Keith Richards says about the film, “Chuck opened the door and he thought he could just let a few people in, but goddamn it, the world came in. He thought he could control it when they came in, but the outside world flooded in and maybe that’s what’s so intriguing. The more you found out about him, the less you knew.”

			Helen Mirren, who was there for much of our journey and filming, remembered, “Chuck was very charismatic. What touched me about him was he seemed sweet yet he was a monster. He was an unbelievably wild man.” We would all see the different sides of this complex and fascinating person. No one could dispute that he was the godfather of rock and roll. It was our intention to show the world a great artist, to make a film Chuck would be proud of, and to showcase his talent while exploring his personal life.

			As the project progressed, his lack of cooperation would make it difficult. This book tries to explore some of the reasons for this—was it about money, was it about control? We know growing up in the South he faced discrimination because of his color, and his time in jail would change him forever. Johnnie Johnson said, “he wasn’t much different to me.” But I could see how he acted with other people, and I knew he had a chip on his shoulder. He was angry as to how the law had treated him and thought everyone wanted to cheat him. He was definitely a different person after he came out of prison.

			Did he trust anyone? Could he trust us? His inflexibility would be costly to the film in time and money. Leading up to this oral history is a chapter of excerpts from the interviews Taylor filmed with Chuck, Robbie Robertson, Little Richard, Bo Diddley, and Dick Allen, who was Chuck’s booking agent. They provide an insight into his past and perhaps shed some light on Chuck’s behavior during production. Tom Adelman, Taylor Hackford, Keith Richards, and Jane Rose (Keith’s manager), and I would travel with Chuck to Chicago, to his home, Berry Park in Wentzville, Missouri, where we stayed for one night and then to Keith’s house in Jamaica before the cameras would roll.

			During these trips, we got to interact with Chuck close up. His actions during production over a period of two years gave us a perspective that most people would never get to see.

			So it was initially an honor to be able to make a film about Chuck Berry, arguably the most important figure in rock and roll history. I was flattered he chose me as his producer but later came to realize he thought I was part of the deal and if he couldn’t have me then he would get as much money as he possibly could. I had to keep the film on track and protect especially Taylor and Keith from Chuck’s behavior and constant demands. Our executive at Universal, Suzie Peterson, would say “it was horrendous. I was afraid for my job,” as we constantly went back to them for more money. Ultimately I think they, Universal, and we felt the show must go on. I worked with Chuck on the film Hail! Hail! Rock ’N’ Roll, including preproduction, production, and promotion. This book is about my life with Chuck during that time and contains my recollections along with the thoughts and stories of many others who worked on the film. It is also a film about Chuck and Keith’s relationship. As Keith said, “I mean everybody said I’m mad to take on the gig. So I ordered the straight jacket, allow six to eight weeks for delivery, and if anybody was going to do it, I wanted it to be me.”

			This book could not have happened without Tom Adelman who, with me, interviewed over fifteen people and contributed his own recollections. Everyone has a story. This oral history provides a close-up picture of a complicated genius and a reluctant star. We would succeed in making the film in spite of that star, Chuck Berry, because we knew it would be a classic rock and roll film and the most intimate picture of the man that anyone would probably ever see. 

			In the film the director Taylor Hackford asked Chuck, “how do you want to be remembered?” and Chuck replied: “I just hope they’ll tell the truth, pro or con.”

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			A Conversation with Chuck Berry 
and Robbie Robertson

			A conversation with Chuck Berry and Robbie Robertson and a historical round-robin conversation with Chuck Berry, Bo Diddley and Little Richard. Our book opens with, and we thought appropriately so, two chapters from the DVD of Hail! Hail! Rock ’N’ Roll, which give some background on Chuck Berry. In chapter one, Robbie Robertson, formerly of The Band, sat down with Chuck. While going through some of his scrapbooks, he got Chuck to open up a bit about his early career and this was truly a rare occasion where Chuck talked unfiltered about his life. The second chapter is an interview that director Taylor Hackford did with Chuck Berry, Little Richard, and Bo Diddley where they talk about being on the road in the early days of the fifties. This chapter includes a few comments from Johnny Johnson and Carl Perkins to add some perspective on Chuck Berry in his early days. Both these sections are unique, for it is rare to get three legends like this together and also to hear Chuck talk about his music. These chapters give some insight into what motivated these artists in their world as they dealt with touring and racism. 

			CHUCK BERRY/ROBBIE ROBERTSON INTERVIEW

			TAYLOR HACKFORD: A great musician who is not in the movie is Robbie Robertson. Robbie was the creative consultant on the film. He is a friend of mine and gave us a great deal of input and insight during the making of the film. He wasn’t onstage in St. Louis; however, after the concert, he got together with Chuck at his house in Hollywood, the only circular acre lot in all of Los Angeles, as Chuck described it, and they went through Chuck’s scrapbook. An interesting thing happened. Robbie, by being a consummate guitarist/musician, was able to put Chuck immediately at ease. There was a respect and comradery there. Secondly, going through the scrapbook, it allowed Chuck to get nostalgic with a look at his past, and I think he discovered certain things, even though we covered a lot in the film, and got a real taste of a different Chuck Berry with Robbie Robertson. 

			ROBBIE ROBERTSON: Who is this? (Looking at a photo of Chuck Berry.)

			CHUCK BERRY: That’s the guy that they call the father of rock and roll. Chuck Berry.

			RR: I guess I was maybe twelve years old when I first saw this, but when I first heard this, for me there was a kind of separation in your version of rock and roll and everybody else’s. It was like “where did this guy ever hear of Beethoven and Tchaikovsky,” the lyrics you were using. It seemed like there was such a sophistication in it. It wasn’t be bop a loo la and wop bop a loo ma. It was the lyrics going by, like bang, flying by. It wasn’t just somebody trying to get to the end of the song, it was somebody who was actually, each line was written out.

			CB: Trying to tell a story, Robbie. It came from actually poetry. Poetry portrays a scene or a story, and that’s the way my lyrics were originally from some thought, from it came a story and then proceeded with a music or some riff that reminded me of some situation that brought about a story. It didn’t come from music, it come from lyrics.

			RR: The poetry. You knew about poetry. You were into poetry.

			CB: Very much so, very much so.

			RR: But that’s kind of unusual in the period, that rebel period and everything. I mean poetry and sissy kind of went together, so it was a rebel against a rebel.

			CB: I don’t know. Beatniks were into poetry a lot. 

			RR: That’s true.

			CB: (Looking at a picture.) Maybe I was nineteen. Young and tender…right there you can see I began to learn things. 

			RR: Yeah, the innocence is slipping away. 

			CB: I began to lose money then. 

			RR: How come this is burnt.

			CB: Fran started the scrapbook in ’57. We had a fire at the office in I think ’70 and it burned our scrapbook, and these are the survivals. And what we have here is my first car that my sister signed for. The first one was a Ford, the second one was a Plymouth…’33 an ’34. And that is a library card. And, ah, check stuff from National Tea company. And check stubs. I’m in the money here. I’m making ninety dollars a week here at Fisher Body Auto.

			RR: What were you doing there?

			CB: Ah, sweeping floors. I was singing…

			RR: This Musician Union card here.

			CB: Oh, I got that in ’54. Started earning…

			RR: But who’s this person’s name on here.

			CB: Oh, that’s my name. I sort of camouflaged that “N”…Chuck Barron, because I wasn’t big and my daddy was a deacon.

			RR: He didn’t want you playing this music, huh?

			CB: That’s for sure. And the American Car Foundry. See, I worked.

			RR: You paid your dues.

			CB: At twenty-one dollars a night to play music you have to have another job. This is me here in the Baptist Church choir. We all look alike there.

			RR: No, no. All of them but you.

			CB: Okay, and that’s in the Baptist Church choir, and that’s my eighth grade graduation. And I don’t know why they always put me in the top row. I majored in math. I flunked all my history.

			RR: This is you playing the saxophone. That’s Chuck Berry playing the saxophone, believe it or not.

			CB: Well Johnnie Johnson inspired me to do that.

			RR: Old bullet-hand Johnnie.

			CB: He had a hair hammer right hand on treble and a dynamite left base boogie-woogie. This here is also the Cosmo here. This was a going away party when “Maybelline” hit. This was about September of 1955, and I left the city on August 15, 1955, to go to Gleason’s Bar, which is here. Gleason’s Bar. It says August 15, 1955. Cleveland, Ohio, $800 a week. Behind twenty-one dollars a night at the Cosmo Club over there. Sixty dollars with the whole band at the Green Dragon but Gleason’s paid $800 a week. 

			RR: That’s when you decided, I think this is for me.

			CB: Yeah, this is the way to go. And, of course, you know who this guy is. Robbie, this is Muddy Waters band, and this is a disc jockey in Chicago. He was pretty big named Al somebody. But this is Leonard Chess in his glory, with a hitmaker on his hands. And this was my first and only manager…four hundred pound Teddy Reed you know. He saw fit to slip $50 out of a $150 pay check into his pocket. And I know that for a fact, because I dated the owner to the club and she happened to mention that it was a $150 pay check. And I said, oh yeah, so now I know where my manager took me. You learn as you go…

			RR: And you never had a manager since.

			CB: No, no. I couldn’t get rid of him until he signed one of my checks…endorsed it rather and then I asked him for that or a release.

			RR: I remember the first time I ever saw you on one of these Alan Freed shows in Toronto when you were coming through. And it was a big thing. You were by far the biggest star on the show. The show begins and you’re the first act that goes on. I thought to myself even at that age…how come Berry wants to go on first?

			CB: Well, it’s not wants. Its where they put you. 

			RR: Let’s cut ahead in time…a year later. I come and see an Alan Freed show. Then you had like two or three more hits after that. I go and see the show. You’re still playing first. There had to be a message to this madness.

			CB: OK. I was a good opening act. And it didn’t matter to me. 

			RR: Because everybody was arguing, I’ve got to close the show. I’ve got to close the show.

			CB: Because Chuck Berry didn’t know that the star closes the show until maybe two years into his career. He began to look at the money the stars got and why they closed…they wanted to close. And still really…it doesn’t matter today whether I close or open the show, because I’m going to try to rob everybody on the starship. 

			RR: Yeah. I thought there’s got to be something to this. It’s something I’ve got to understand. There must be some kind of special thing that he’s on to that nobody else is getting or…

			CB: If you go on first and you’re not responsible for a riot if it happens and you’re finished, and if the thing breaks up in the third act, you’re still finished…remember it’s a livelihood also. 

			RR: Did you stick around and watch the rest of the shows?

			CB: Oh yeah, because you got to ride the bus to the next gig. And then not knowing that the better position and the better status of the artist is to play last. You know, last impression lasts. I didn’t know these things, you know. In fact, when I went to the Paramount, my first New York gig, I didn’t know that you changed. You know, you did five or six shows a night. I didn’t know that you changed and the one suit that we had was satin and had the impression of seersucker. You know seersucker, and it was wrinkled, and I found out that they had irons and things to do your clothes up also and they would sew your clothes. All these little things, you know. And really, until I got to the Paramount, I didn’t know that you had a room to yourself, like a dressing room. This is almost like home. All you have to have is a car and your guitar and you make it in the world. Just constantly playing every night…you have somewhere to sleep.

			RR: How come you did so much work with Alan Freed. I mean you must have been on every one of those Alan Freed movies.

			CB: Well now…

			RR: Did you have a good relationship with the guy? I mean did you have a good business relationship with him? 

			CB: I’ll tell you who had a good relationship with him. My record company gave the record to Alan Freed and it was either jumping from Cleveland to New York, whatever station it was, and, of course, then a little conversation, you played the record. I imagine that’s what he got, because he played it and it was heard. Now the record might have had a little punch to it also, you know. And I imagine it did by living all these years. And that’s where he is affiliated.

			RR: He had that kind of power.

			CB: Oh yeah, anybody did who had national exposure, and Leonard was tied in with him.

			RR: Who’s this. (Looking at photo.)

			CB: That’s my wife Themetta, and this is 1956 at home and they told me to pose at the piano. And this is the front of that house. And this is the famous pink Cadillac that used to get tickets by itself. This is a picture of…

			RR: The young lovers.

			CB: Yeah. This is in the courtship year. Six months we courted. And this is Ingrid, she’s done an album with me. My daughter, and this is Melody, my second daughter. And here they are in school. And display of Sepia magazine, courtesy of Sepia. And this is Rock, Rock, Rock, the first movie I ever did. I was with Alan Freed. I don’t know the figure on it. Something like $600. A lot of money then. 

			RR: “Roll Over Beethoven.” How far did you go in school? I mean that’s what made me think when I was a kid, I thought this guy must have gone to school or something. He’s talking about Tchaikovsky and using these kind of lyrics.

			CB: Okay. I went through high school. Got a bit of college, but not general education. I was all cosmetology. I went to college. Only for cosmetology…hair dressing.

			RR: Really. This one right here. “Need strong Elvis Presley material for session coming up shortly. Would appreciate your contacting me as soon as possible. Regards, Freddie Beenstock, Elvis Presley music.” They were asking you to write a song then for Elvis Presley.

			CB: That’s why I save that telegram.

			RR: See the thing for me. Elvis Presley/Chuck Berry thing. The big thing for me is…why I was such a huge fan of yours. You could write the songs, you sang the songs, you played wicked guitar, it was just so much more all-around thing. Elvis never wrote a song you know. He could play a little guitar and everything, nice singer, but on a musician level, from my point of view, it was much more significant, the music you were doing. From what I can remember, I don’t remember anybody else at that time being that all around, who wrote that kind of…that many songs, that many good songs, who could play as well as you and performed.

			CB: I going to say the same thing right here because you…

			RR: I know, I know, I don’t mean to embarrass you by saying this, I just didn’t…

			CB: I tell you, I love lyrics, and I couldn’t push a lyric without playing it, because I felt the move behind, the ingredients behind it, so I did want to play behind my singing.

			RR: On so many of the songs you played, this position on the guitar which I studied very carefully as a child, just that the size of your hands and everything, but (make music sound) where did that come from, where was your first? You said that everything you ever did, you heard somebody else do it first. Where did you hear that first?

			CB: It was Boogie Woogie Number One. And I would say it came from mimicking the figure on a piano. Ah one, five and six…in rhythmic progression, and you can do the same thing on the guitar much more easy I found. It’s a constant background you can sing to it.

			RR: Did you ever hear anybody (plays music) before you did it?

			CB: The guitar players I listened to were Charlie Christian and T. Bone Walker, who did most of his figures in the treble strings, and Muddy, one string. 

			RR: Who were the guys? I mean for me it was you. For you, who was it when you were getting into music say, I want to do what this guy does. This …

			CB: I went a whole different ball game. Because my first inspiration was Nat Cole in high school. And no girlfriend, you know, because I always had a gift of gab and I always did like comedy you know, and poetry. Comedy is too silly for me and poetry is too serious, so I was left out until I got into show business. They come to you, you know. 

			RR: Nat King Cole… he was the heavy for you.

			CB: Yeah, yeah. But without a voice, I could not come near Nat Cole, but it didn’t keep me from mimicking or liking his music. Then there was the piano, by nature, one of my loves, and I listened to Albert Edmonds, Pete Johnson, and that put me on guitar. I wanted to play guitar, and I can walk and sing and talk, so Louis Jordan’s guitarist, Carl Hogen, was the inspiration for most of my solos, “Carol”, “Johnny B. Goode” and “Roll Over Beethoven.” He had something in the center of a solo and I opened my song with it. And “Roll Over Beethoven” after it hit later on “Johnny B. Goode” hit, later “Carol” hit with the same solo. 

			RR: Was there anybody, anything that you had heard before you did “Maybelline” that said ‘wait a minute?’

			CB: Sure, sure. As a matter of fact, I have stood on the stage in the Cosmopolitan and thinking of how I could produce something like Little Richards “Tutti Fruiti,” which was really sizzling at the time. And you know the main thing about it? I couldn’t understand what they were saying. When I went in to writing “Maybelline,” I had a desire and intention to speak the words. Sound real clear. Nat Cole taught me that. Nat Cole had a diction that was just superb. And you can hear every word he says, but when you’re singing like “Roll Over Beethoven,” you got to be distinct in order to get your message out.

			RR: Especially with the number of words you were using.

			CB: So if you have two words with four syllables, you got to say them with a bark.

			RR: Speaking of Little Richard, here’s the little devil right there (looking at photo). This is the one here. That’s rock and roll music. This thing about writing about…I mean I don’t know how old you were at this…

			CB: I was twenty-nine when “Maybelline” came out. So “School Days” was maybe…

			RR: You were twenty-nine when “Maybelline” came out? 

			CB: Yeah, I had a house, and a car, and two children.

			RR: But how, what made you think to write songs about up in the morning and out to school?

			CB: Because when I went out on the road, I found that over half of the audience was teenagers…kids that were in school. So if they support what you’re singing, you play what people want, you know. In nightclubs I had nothing to sing, “Down the way when the lights are gay,” you know. I sing nothing about school days. They know nothing about “Roll Over Beethoven,” boogie woogie, or dance. When they feel something they can dance, so that’s why sometimes Leonard Chess would speed up the record. Like I was twenty-nine years old when I did these records, and I’m sure I sound like a father because I was a father, but he would speed the records.

			RR: This is the first I’ve ever heard of this.

			CB: Yeah, when the guys hear the record, it makes you sound like it’s a higher voice.

			RR: With these consecutive hits, how long did that go on?

			CB: My greatest years were from ’55 when I started with “Maybelline,” which was a smash, through to I’d say four years…okay ’55–’59. And then it began to taper off because then at that time the hippie era came, the miniskirt era was coming in.

			RR: In the sixties.

			CB: Oh yeah. Beautiful years, you were there as a teenager yourself and you know, nobody ah, the music went up on the wall in the, what do they call it, in the liquid showings, and smoking became popular and I don’t mean Kools. And the sexual revolution was coming in and long hair.

			RR: But what did this have to do with you no longer making records. You said it went from …

			CB: Don’t forget I’m thirty-five now and still the way that society is moving into this freedom…however, I’ll tell you one thing though, I never smoked or did drugs.

			RR: You never did any drugs in your life?

			CB: No, no, no, I wouldn’t, and I advise all others if they’re on it, try…I don’t think they can…but try anyway. I just think too many of my friends, Joplin, Hendrix, you name it, some of the greats on the train, and I’m feeling fine without it. 

			RR: So what happened? All these hits are going bang, bang, bang, bang, bang and then you sound like the sexual revolution is going into focus. What happened? Did you run out of ideas? Did you stop recording? What did you do? 

			CB: I tell you what I did. I was continually being called to do dates. And so, as you see on these little charts, the fee for the dates constantly rose, for instance when I had my problems with the, ah, Indian girl, I was away for almost a couple of years. I went away making $1,200 a night. When I came back, the Beatles had come to America and my salary then was $2,000 a night from being away. Now if this is America, you stay away somewhere, you come back, you got more pay. I came back with “Nadine;” I came with there “No Particular Place To Go.” 

			RR: Was the world…was it different then?

			CB: Oh yes.

			RR: I mean besides The Beatles and music evolving, you had been this huge star playing everywhere in the world, hits popping, inspiration. All of a sudden, bingo, you run into a brick wall, your life changes…

			CB: No, no, no. Now let me tell you. Life didn’t change. If you call it a brick wall when I went away?

			RR: Yeah.

			CB: Okay when I went away, number one, finished high school. Number two, took five business courses…well I took accounting, business management. When I came back I found out what I had, which was a corporation. I knew what accounting was. I’m better qualified….

			RR: That’s what I wanted to ask you. I didn’t want to bring it up if you didn’t want to talk about it, but I wanted to ask you how you utilized that education.

			CB: This is the way. It’s easy to count my blessings as well as to count my misfortunes. And I came out quite better. Don’t forget I had a little bank account that I had to maintain. 

			RR: Did you write any music?

			CB: I’m telling you. I came out with “Nadine” and “No Particular Place to Go,” but finally in ’70, which was six years later, here’s “My Ding-A-Ling”…smash hit!! Recorded in England you know. Okay, they say, he made a comeback. Well frankly other than my absence, I never left. I’m heavy into real estate, because that’s the only place I see to spend money is to invest money that is lucratively…and exploiting my wealth. I don’t have someone to take care of it and that takes quite a bit of your time. So, I have the investment company that I run, real estate, and then I have Chuck Berry Music, that runs my music. But back to “My Ding A Ling,” at this time “My Ding A Ling” was a hit. I bought more property and I’m into about three different people now, a business man, a musician and you say a writer…they say father of rock and roll, and quite busy. Now, someone’s trying to make me a movie star. I don’t know. I might make it. 
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