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ME, THE MOB,
AND THE MUSIC





PROLOGUE


May 21, 1990.

The day began with me rushing off to Chicago to do a concert promoting the release of my new album Hi-Fi and the single “Go.” It was my first studio album in nearly ten years. I was to meet Ron Alexenburg, the head of Aegis Records, and my manager, Carol Ross, at Newark Airport to catch a flight to Chicago. The band had already gone ahead, and we were all pretty excited about starting the nineties off with a new project. A host of radio stations and press were going to be there. Because Chicago had launched so many of our past successes, it seemed the perfect city to begin our tour. As my wife, Lynda, and I were about to leave, the phone suddenly rang. I was in a rush and kind of annoyed when I answered. It was my accountant, Howard Comart. In a very subdued voice he said, “Morris is asking for you. If you want to see him you’d better get up here right away.”

“Oh my God, Howard, I’m dashing out the door to do a show in Chicago. I’ll be back first thing tomorrow morning and I’ll come right up.” There was a pause. Howard said, “Well, okay.” But there was a tremor in his voice. I gave him my hotel number in Chicago and told him to keep me posted.

When I got to the airport, I told Ron and Carol the situation, and it cast a shadow over our otherwise joyful morning. The Godfather of the music business, Morris Levy, was dying of cancer. We all had a feeling of disbelief because none of us had ever thought of Morris as anything but invincible. In his sixty-two years, he had created and controlled one of the biggest independent music publishing companies; managed and was partners with the most famous rock and roll disc jockey, Alan Freed; owned the most famous jazz club in history, Birdland; and owned one of the most successful independent record labels of the fifties and sixties, Roulette Records, which also was my record label for eight years.

Morris and I had been exchanging messages through Howard, our mutual accountant, for several weeks, almost like two kids passing notes back and forth in school. I knew he understood how saddened I was by the whole thing and that despite everything, I genuinely cared about him.

When we got off the plane at O’Hare, I was suddenly filled with the old excitement; a sold-out show, in Chicago, to promote a new record. It felt good to feel this again twenty-four years after first signing with Morris and Roulette. Our road manager met us at baggage claim, a limo was waiting outside, and we loaded up and headed for the hotel. The rest of the day went pretty smoothly, the sound check and all the backstage stuff. But all I kept thinking about was Morris. Lynda kept checking our messages at the hotel hourly.

The show went great; the audience went crazy, dancing in the aisles, standing on their seats screaming for more. We played a combination of the hits and the new stuff, but even on stage I was preoccupied. We ended the show with “Mony Mony,” like we had done ten thousand times, and did the usual encore. Like always I was hot, sweaty, and out of breath when I came off stage. Carol and Ron met me by the stage door and we all walked back to the dressing room. I had an interview to do with a young radio guy from a local pop station. There was a lot of whooping and hollering around me as I sat down to catch my breath in front of the dressing room mirror. The DJ started asking me questions and I could see the cassette player rolling. The interview had begun. I started off with how great it was to be back in Chicago, then Lynda suddenly came into the room holding a piece of paper. She said, “I’m sorry to interrupt, Tommy, but Morris Levy died.”

There was just silence. All day long I had been thinking about what I was going to say to him, and now I’d never get the chance. I’d heard stories of how emaciated he had become and had imagined what I would feel seeing him like that, but it didn’t matter now because I would never see him again.

At that point my interviewer said, “Excuse me, Tommy, can I ask you a question?” I nodded and he said, “Who is Morris Levy?”

Wow, who is Morris Levy? I looked at him in astonishment and realized this kid couldn’t be more than twenty-one or twenty-two years old.

“How much time do we have?”

“As much time as you want. I came for an in-depth interview.”

“Well, you’re going to get one. Is that tape recorder still running?”





CHAPTER ONE


Tuning Up

I was born Thomas Gregory to Belle and Joseph Jackson, on April 29, 1947, at Good Samaritan Hospital in Dayton, Ohio. Nothing special, really. Just one of a few million baby boom kids born that year, born on the cusp of a new age.

Dad was in the hotel business, a roustabout who could manage the books, tend the bar, or fire the bellhops. He was five foot eight, quiet, heavyset, and balding. Mom worked as his assistant or sometimes on her own as a legal secretary. She was Dad’s opposite: tall, stately, and prematurely gray. She was straight talking, articulate, and would often use a three- or four-syllable word when a good old-fashioned grunt would do. We had one of those mock portraits of two dogs, an Airedale and a boxer, standing next to each other dressed like people. It was a mirror of my mom and dad right down to the tilt of their hats.

We moved to an apartment on La Salle Street in South Bend, Indiana, and that is the first place I really remember. Living in South Bend in the early fifties meant driving a Studebaker (after all, they were made there, and my uncle Don was on the design team), rooting for Notre Dame (when the Fighting Irish were actually mostly Irish), and being brought up Catholic. The neighborhood we lived in was close-knit and blue-collar. I guess you could say we were all upper lower middle class. And whenever I went out to play, there were always hordes of kids. There never seemed to be just one or two. My folks worked hard because they had to in order to get what they wanted out of life, and since I was an only child, most of their world revolved around me. I always got the best they could give me.

As far back as I could remember it was just the four of us. Oh, did I mention music?

Mom used to tell me the only way she could quiet me down as an infant was to turn the radio up. As soon as I heard music, I would stop crying and listen. It seems like I had my ear in a loudspeaker of one kind or another my entire life. In fact, my first concrete memory is of the family radio, a huge Philco console with a mahogany finish that was twice as tall as I was. It had knobs and dials on it as big as doughnuts. But I always managed to boost myself up and tune in my favorite stations. And of course, there was my record player.

Ah yes, my first record player. It was a 78 r.p.m. kiddy model with an old-fashioned diaphragm attached to the tone arm, which acted as a speaker. The thing was virtually indestructible and could have easily doubled as a murder weapon. It had steel needles that looked like carpenter’s nails and always seemed to need replacing after every fifth spin.

My record collection was an odd assortment of “Little Golden Records” for kids interspersed with the pop hits of the day I heard on the radio. I had collected everything from Sammy Kaye to Yosemite Sam. My poor folks were forced to listen to an endless loop of “Mona Lisa,” “Mule Train,” and “The Three Billy Goats Gruff.”

In 1951, when I was four years old, my grandfather gave me an official Arthur Godfrey ukulele, complete with an authentic chord-maker attachment so I could sing and play along with my records. The attachment was hooked to the fret board, and by pressing one button or another I could make a particular chord. Eventually my curiosity got the best of me and I started peeking under the chord maker to see how the strings were being manipulated. As soon as I realized how the chords were made, I got rid of the attachment and made my own chords. It was my first big career move.

The radio, my ukulele, record player, and record collection were my cohorts and confidants. Music was already the center of my life.

Later that year, my mother enrolled me for piano lessons at the local conservatory. During my first recital, I was spotted by a modeling agency and asked to model clothing for a U.S. Rubber “Style Show” at the Indiana Country Club in South Bend. They were enacting a Life magazine advertisement depicting a typical American family wearing various ensembles of rubber wear. I was to be the kid in the cowboy suit with, of course, rubber boots. I had to walk down a runway and then freeze like a mannequin. The only problem was that it was way past my bedtime. I yawned through the entire show even when I was supposed to be as still as a picture. The audience was in stitches. It was the first time I was on stage, and I loved it.

In 1956, my father took a job managing a small hotel in Monroe, Wisconsin. It was a big move for us, especially since we were required to live in the hotel. For me, it seemed like a nightmare leaving the old neighborhood, my school, and my friends. I even had to give my dog away. None of us knew if this was going to work, but for the sake of moving up in the world we tried it.

We drove to Monroe and pulled up, not too optimistically, in front of the Eugene Hotel. It was a three-story brick building on a corner of the downtown square. When we walked into the lobby, it became clear that the Eugene was not exactly state-of-the-art resort quality. The lobby furniture was badly frayed and worn. There was an antique switchboard with old-fashioned candlestick telephones. We were all a little overwhelmed.

After we settled in, the first thing I did was explore my new home, and the first place that caught my attention was the bar. It was downstairs from the lobby and just off the dining room. I cannot begin to tell you how exciting being alone in a bar is to a nine-year-old. It was like being the only kid in an amusement park. I remember it being dark and cool and having a strange, sweet odor of Coca-Cola and floor wax. When I threw the light switch, I could see a beautiful, long mahogany bar. I loved the glistening bright colors of the half-filled liquor bottles against the mirror. To my right were a pinball machine and a stand-up bowling game played with a metal disk. To my left… THE JUKEBOX.

It was a magnificent Wurlitzer from the late forties that played only at 78 r.p.m. and looked like a tiny cathedral. It was dome-shaped and framed with tubes of multicolored fluorescent lights and small tubes of bubbles going up each side. God, I loved it. I did not know at that point what my folks thought of the place, but I was sold.

The first thing I did was examine the titles to see which ones I knew. Like most jukeboxes of the mid-fifties, the titles represented a knock-down, drag-out between two generations. Perry Como’s “Hot Diggity” was right beside “Long Tall Sally” by Little Richard. Patti Page was rubbing elbows with Gene Vincent. “Papa Loves Mambo” was next door to “Heartbreak Hotel.” My next major discovery was of equal importance: the reset button and the volume control on the back of the jukebox. I had it made.

Of course I had it made only until the bar opened at four in the afternoon. When the bartender came in to start his shift, one of his first duties soon became turning the volume back down to a human level. This usually increased his volume and he could often be heard swearing as far away as the lobby. I guess you could say we had creative differences. Although living in a hotel was a bizarre and dysfunctional arrangement, we all tried to make the best of it.

The town itself was hard to dislike. Monroe was a small town with a provincial feel to it that made it almost like a village. The downtown area had a grassy square with park benches and flowers built around a Victorian-style courthouse, a great ornate structure with rooks and turrets, and a huge clock tower. It was always busy with people crisscrossing on their way to work or to shop at the local stores. The Eugene Hotel sat on the southwest corner of this square and from my bedroom window I had a panoramic view.

My favorite places on the square soon became a soda fountain and hamburger joint called the Old Fashioned and the Monroe Music shop. That was where the older kids hung out and that was where the music was. Even though I was only ten years old, I loved sitting with the teenagers at the Old Fashioned eating French fries with ketchup in the wooden booths carved with hearts and initials. And always in the background, rock and roll.

If you wanted to buy records, Monroe Music was the only game in town. I was in that store at least three times a week, spending my allowance, and watching my stack of 45s grow as fast as I did. I loved vinyl. I still do. All those labels like Dot, RCA, Capitol, Cadence, Mercury, and Roulette had such distinctive patterns and color schemes. As I watched them spin on my turntable, they were like candy to me. I could almost taste them. I memorized all the info found on each record the way some kids memorized the stats on the back of baseball cards.

In September of that year I started fourth grade and was able to make a lot of friends. One Friday afternoon, our teacher, Mrs. Thurber, let us have show and tell, and while other kids brought in jackknifes and rock collections, I brought my ukulele to class and performed “Singing the Blues” by Guy Mitchell. It was the first time I played for anybody other than family, and Mrs. Thurber actually asked me to bring my ukulele every Friday to sing and play for the class.

It was only a week later that Elvis Presley made his first appearance on The Ed Sullivan Show. Elvis’s performance that Sunday night was the most exciting thing I had ever seen. A light went on in my head. I knew that this was what I wanted to be and this was what I wanted to do. I and a million other kids suddenly found a new career possibility: rock star. And why not?

Later that night as I stood in front of the mirror with my ukulele, I felt as dorky as a kid with short pants and knee-high argyle socks. If I was going to be like Elvis, then something had to change, and two things were obvious. I needed a guitar and big hair. I didn’t know if there were any other requirements, but I figured this was a good place to start. I combed my hair into something as close to Elvis’s pompadour as I could and hoped time and Brylcreem would do the rest. If I could just find a way to avoid the barbershop. Sure enough, when I went to school the next day, everybody was talking about Elvis. Any kid with enough hair had it greased back high along the sides of his head, and the aroma of Butch Wax permeated the air.

As if on cue, probably because of Elvis’s appearance, two guitars appeared for sale in the window of Monroe Music. I could see them from my bedroom window and they tantalized me to distraction. The following morning my breath was steaming up the store window even before it opened for business. There they were; two Stella acoustic guitars. One cost $17.00 and the one with the extra coat of lacquer cost $24.95. I begged, whined, and pleaded, and my mom finally gave in and bought me the $17.00 special.

When I got the guitar home and opened the case, I could not believe it. I had a guitar. I gently took it out of the case and ran my fingers along the wood. I just wanted to caress and stroke it. I loved the feel of it and the smell of it. I adjusted the strap and eased it reverently over my shoulders until I could feel the weight of the guitar across my back. I strode majestically to my usual spot before the mirror and saw myself for the first time. I was alone in the universe. Yet at the same time I felt like a soldier in some new army and the guitar was my rifle.

Of course, it might have helped if I knew how to play the damn thing, but at that moment who cared about such minor details? All that mattered was that I had a guitar just like Elvis. I promised my mother that I would take lessons and learn how to “really play,” but after two or three sessions with my music teacher, I realized this was not working. He wanted me to learn scales. Gene Vincent didn’t play scales. Chuck Berry didn’t play scales. And Elvis sure as hell didn’t play scales. Scales were things on fish. I wanted to rock.

In 1956, a greasy-haired kid playing a guitar was the ultimate expression of rebellion. But a greasy-haired kid playing an acoustic guitar was the worst. It was downright criminal behavior. An electric guitar was thought of as a more tasteful, stylized instrument. It was the sound of Les Paul and Chet Atkins, smooth, jazzy, and sophisticated. An acoustic guitar was backwoods and uncouth, the instrument of hicks, hillbillies, and other lost souls. It was the musical equivalent of a Chevy pickup with a bad muffler.

Since I refused to take proper lessons, I figured the easiest way to accompany my singing, which was really all I wanted to do, was to tune the guitar to an open E chord. This was so I could change chords by sliding one finger up and down the fret board, which was fine as long as I was playing major chords. Minors, sevenths, diminished, and other exotic chords that needed more than one finger to make were a challenge. But part of the fun was figuring out how to play the guitar my way instead of the correct way. Unfortunately, open E tuning condemns you to a life as a rhythm guitarist since lead parts become incredibly difficult to figure out and learning from other guitar players virtually impossible. What is ironic is that I still play that way today. I never did learn those damn scales.

By 1957, Mom and Dad were much more relaxed running the hotel. Mom became the perfect hostess, while Dad’s pet project was running the bar. He had frequented a lot of bars in his day and knew what made a good one work. In a fit of inspiration he announced, “What this place needs is a new drink.” Thus was born the Sputnik Fizz, an ungodly concoction of vodka, vermouth, and cherry soda with plastic swizzle sticks that had what looked like little satellites on top. It was a small but typically American attempt to cash in on the ominous Russian space program launched that year. Nobody liked the taste of the Fizz but it sold by the hundreds because of the novelty. Dad actually went Hollywood that year and took to wearing sunglasses while driving through town in his red-and-white, supercharged “Stude.” I was very proud.

A few weeks later, Dad decided that the next step had to be live music. He went out and hired a local combo. They were a model Midwest polka-playing trio with a drummer and an accordionist, but the star of the show, for me anyway, was the electric guitar player who, ironically, happened to be the dreaded town barber where I had to go periodically to get “depomped.” I would sneak into the bar whenever I could to watch him. He played a black-and-white Gibson and had an amazing assortment of licks and chords, which I had heard only on records and had never seen up close before. I was mesmerized. It was hard to believe that this hip guitar player was the same guy who took such sadistic pleasure in chopping off my hair.

I actually ran to get my next haircut just so I could talk to him. I could not believe it when he told me he had a spare guitar and amp that he was willing to sell me for a hundred bucks and, unbelievably, my folks went for it. God bless my folks. They should have sent me to my room, but instead they inexplicably encouraged me in my wild obsession. They put up the money so I could get a rare Slingerland electric guitar. It was an old blond, hollow-bodied, single pickup jazz guitar with a Sears and Roebuck amp. I may have been only ten years old, but I was plugged in.

Now that I had an electric guitar, I could really start copying the licks I had heard from Gene Vincent, Buddy Holly, and the Everly Brothers. Because of my age and the fact that no other kid I knew was as nuts as I was about rock and roll, I felt very isolated. But looking back on it now, the musical education I was getting during that solitude was indispensable. I am still doing things today that I learned during that time. God does work in mysterious ways.

American Bandstand also made its debut that year and put rock and roll in everybody’s face five days a week. Rock and roll was everywhere and seeing rock artists became an everyday occurrence, not just on a rare Ed Sullivan appearance. Chuck Berry, Jerry Lee Lewis, Dion and the Belmonts, and Frankie Avalon made it look so easy. I watched The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet just to see Ricky Nelson sing and play at the end of the show. And what I wanted, more than anything else, was to be one of those rock and roll guys. But all those people and places seemed so far away. There was, however, one ray of hope. A weekly televised amateur contest called Talent Roundup was broadcast live from WREX in Rockford, Illinois, which was only about an hour’s drive from Monroe.

Every weekend auditions were held in different towns within the broadcast area, and Monroe was on the list. Miraculously, in January of 1958 these auditions were going to be held in the dining room of the Eugene Hotel. Only an act of God could have kept me away. There were lots of contestants and the tryouts lasted all weekend. Somewhere between the tap dancing yodeler and the trained parrot, I played and sang “Sugartime” by the McGuire Sisters. Even more amazing, I was chosen as one of the finalists, which meant I would actually get to perform on television. We chosen few would meet a couple of weeks later on Sunday afternoon for the exciting on-air showdown.

When the big day arrived, my folks and I showed up with high hopes at the WREX studios. I had decided to shelve “Sugartime” since I had a well-rehearsed version of “Oh Julie” by the Crescendos that I wanted to perform instead. They would be rocking in Rockford tonight.

We spent the afternoon rehearsing and getting the sound just right for the broadcast and then suddenly I was on. “Ladies and gentlemen… Tommy Jackson!” Things were going great until the second verse when, unbeknownst to me, something happened to the audio transmission at the TV station. I was singing just fine to the studio audience but nobody watching at home could hear a word. My mouth was moving but no sound was coming out. I found out later they even ran a ribbon on the bottom of the screen that read “Sorry… Technical Difficulties… Please Stand By…” with a cartoon repairman hammering on a TV set. I guess the viewing audience that called in their votes must have heard enough, because I won the second-place prize. The girl who came in first had danced a spirited Irish jig complete with working soundtrack. At least it was not another singing guitar player.

By early spring of 1959, we had spent the better part of three years in Monroe and we were all getting weary of hotel life. The demands on my folks had become more than they had bargained for, more than they were getting paid to endure. Monroe was losing its charm and we were all ready for a change. We moved to Niles, Michigan, which was only ten miles away from our old home in South Bend. My mother’s sister, Gert, lived there with her family, and we had spent so much time visiting them when I was a kid that Niles had become familiar territory. It was such a happy, normal place. Mom and Dad got their old jobs back and we found a great little two-bedroom bungalow about a block away from my aunt’s house. We were all relieved to be settled in a real house.

That September I started seventh grade at Niles Junior High School. Suddenly everything felt more serious, with multiple classrooms, lockers, and upperclassmen to deal with. I even joined the choir and the school band, where I played clarinet. A few weeks into the semester I met a kid named Mike Booth, who played drums in the band. He said, “I hear you play guitar and sing. I have a full set of drums at home. What do you say we put together our own band for the variety show?”

“Hell, yes,” I said. “What variety show?”

“The big one they have every year in the auditorium.” Mike knew these things because he was a year ahead of me in school. I did not realize it at the time, but this chance conversation would prove to be a major turning point in my life.

I went to Mike’s house after school and was thrilled to find he had everything we needed: a full set of Ludwig drums, a heated garage, and parents who pretended to be deaf. Over the next few days, we managed to enlist two more kids from our school band who played trumpet and sax, plus one of Mike’s neighbors, who passed for a piano player. Even though the sound was raw and crude, playing with other musicians for the first time was a thrill. It felt powerful; it was like “being a record,” especially when we were all playing in the same key.

We practiced every day after school for a solid week and learned two songs: “Lonesome Town” by Ricky Nelson and “A Thousand Stars” by Kathy Young and the Innocents. We made a try at “Angel Baby” as well but two songs were about all this outfit could handle. We called ourselves the Echoes.

The night of the variety show, we decided to go with “Lonesome Town.” I remember all of us standing behind the curtain waiting to go on, so scared we could hardly talk, let alone sing. The auditorium was packed with our classmates and their parents, daring us to be good. One bad note and we could never show our faces again.

We finally heard “The Echoes” announced, and the curtain opened. There are certain moments that must be experienced firsthand to be fully appreciated, like jumping out of an airplane. This was one of them. There is a unique sound that comes from a large audience in that awkward moment between the time they first lay eyes on you and the time you actually begin to perform. It’s a kind of sigh and nervous murmuring. Getting started took an eternity, or so we thought. Everything seemed to be in slow motion as we started to sing and play. “Th-th-th’ere’s a place… where lovers go…” My stomach was in my throat. But once we felt the audience responding, we became more relaxed, and by the end of the song, we were actually having fun. The whole auditorium erupted into applause and some of the kids even stood up. It was intoxicating. We were a success. I do not know what would have happened if we had bombed that night, but backstage, as we congratulated each other, Mike said something I had not thought about. “We’ve got to keep this band together.”

Mike and I met that weekend and discussed the future. We really did not know what to do next. What did staying together as a band mean? Playing for money? Making records? How do you get from Mike’s garage to American Bandstand? The only things we had going for us were big dreams and blissful ignorance. We both instinctively knew one thing: rock and roll was guitars and drums, not horns and pianos. We needed new blood.

Mike said he knew one other good guitar player who might be interested in joining the band. He was a backyard neighbor named Larry Coverdale. Mike made a phone call and Larry came over with his Gibson Les Paul Jr. and a small Gibson amp that could shake concrete. Larry was skinny, six foot two, and eighteen years old, which was six years older than I was. Despite the difference in our ages, Larry and I had a lot in common musically. We both knew the complete works of Buddy Holly and Elvis. We could perform the entire Everly Brothers songbook from memory. It was one of those partnerships that you spend your entire life preparing for without realizing it. Within an hour, it was as if we had always been friends.

Larry may not have been the most accomplished guitar player, but he was a lot better than I was, and had already played in a couple of local rock bands. In fact, he had recently quit one because he had decided to join the navy. Fortunately for us, there was something not quite regulation about Larry’s feet and he ended up flunking the physical. He was free as a bird and we netted him. From that point on we spent every available minute practicing in Mike’s garage doing songs like “Image of a Girl” by Safaris and the Phantom’s Band, “Hushabye” by the Mystics, and “I’ve Had It” by the Bell Notes.

During our rehearsals we found that since Larry could play solid leads as well as rhythm parts, we could play a lot of instrumentals like “Underwater” by the Frogmen, “Stick Shift” by the Duals, and some hard-twanging stuff by Duane Eddy. But the most amazing thing to me was that Larry could sing harmony. Up until that time, everyone in my world seemed to be tone deaf. We eventually began inventing our own two-part harmonies and began practicing songs by acts like Skip & Flip. We played “It Was I” and “Cherry Pie” and tunes like “Jennie Lee” by Jan & Arnie, who later became Jan & Dean. We did everything a three-piece band could do.

I was still playing in my open E tuning style but Larry taught me that when I stuck my finger one way it was a C chord, when I moved my finger another way it was a G chord, and so on. Larry made me musically literate and allowed me to communicate with other musicians. Of course I learned a lot of other important musical stuff, like saying “Let’s take five.” I learned how to count off songs—“One, two, three, four…”—instead of just starting and hoping for the best. We were all so excited about the band and our prospects that we hardly noticed the 1950s had ended and were gone forever.

The three of us kept on rehearsing through the first couple of months of 1960. It was such a pleasure working with Larry. What were the odds of finding another musical recluse who obviously spent as much time as I did alone in his room with a record player and a guitar learning all this stuff? We even knew the B sides to most of the hits, like “The Midnite Man,” which was the flip side of “Raunchy” by Bill Justis, and “Lonesome for a Letter,” which was the other side of “The Fool” by Sanford Clark. The B sides were always good to learn because most of the audiences had likely never heard them and could not tell if you were playing them right or not. Nothing went to waste.

Since we were a trio with two standard guitars, we had to compensate for our lack of a bass player. Larry would do this by playing the fat strings of his guitar while I sang and played the rhythm parts. If Larry needed to play lead, I took over the bass lines in the same way. We worked hard and eventually had enough material to fill three forty-five-minute sets.

In the life of every band there comes a moment of pragmatic self-analysis when you must honestly answer the question: “Do we stink or not?” We thought we sounded pretty good, but would anybody else think so? Were we ready for a gig? The only way to find out was to book one. Because he had worked in local bands before, Larry Coverdale knew a thing or two about Elks Clubs and Masonic Lodges. In March 1960, Larry and I went to the American Legion Hall in Niles and booked our first gig.

The Legion Hall had a grand ballroom on the main floor that was used for weddings and other large affairs. Downstairs was a bar with a dance floor that jumped pretty well on the weekends. Larry and I talked the manager into giving us a shot on Wednesday, which was a relatively quiet night. If we did well, we would get invited back. Even though it was less than a month before my thirteenth birthday, no one asked me how old I was. I guess they thought, what twelve-year-old would be seeking employment in a bar on a school night? The hard part was convincing my folks to let me do it. They were totally against it. But after a solid week of pleading, they grudgingly gave in.

A few days before the gig, the Legion Hall called Larry and told him they were going to advertise in the local papers. “What do you guys call yourself?” Larry said he would get back to them. That night we had an impromptu band meeting. The Echoes sounded as tired as the horns and piano we had just gotten rid of. We needed a name that sounded like guitars and drums. After an agonizing three hours we decided on the Tornadoes!

On Wednesday I was a nervous wreck all day at school. That night, Larry picked me up in his beat-up, blue-and-white ’53 Chevy, which immediately became the official car of the Tornadoes, since Larry was the only one of us old enough to drive. Somehow we all crammed ourselves and our equipment into the car. We decided that we would dress in white shirts, black sport coats, black slacks, black ties, and black shoes. We looked like we were going to a wake instead of a gig, but they were the only clothes we all owned that could pass for band uniforms. Even so, I thought we looked pretty sharp except for Larry, who had on white socks. There’s always one in every band.

We arrived at the Legion Hall and began setting up our equipment on the postage-stamp—sized stage. In those electric, nervous moments before we went on, I felt very grown up. I wasn’t scared, but it was unreal to me that I was going to be entertaining a room full of adults—for money—playing rock and roll.

At 8:00 sharp we started. We kicked off the first set with “Money” by Barrett Strong. We could tell by the look of the patrons and the bartender that they were not ready to rock and roll and that we should have opened our set with something more sedate. This became my first lesson in stagecraft. We knew right away that we had to slow it down. Our second song was the Everly Brothers’ “All I Have to Do Is Dream,” which seemed to bring a smile to everyone’s face, and by the third song, “Poor Little Fool,” people began hitting the dance floor, which made us all feel a lot better. Soon, people were coming up to the stage requesting songs, and we knew most of them. “Honky Tonk” by Bill Doggett and “Angel Baby” by Rosie and the Originals were just a couple. The one we got the most requests for was “What’d I Say” by Ray Charles.

The crowd liked us, but more important, the club manager, who was also the bartender, liked us. We each got twenty dollars for the gig. Up until then it was the most money I had ever made doing anything, and it sure beat mowing lawns. But the best thing was that they wanted us back. I had become a bona fide professional musician.

That is how it started. We played as a trio through the summer of 1960 at the Legion Hall, where we became regulars, and at teen dances around Niles, but we were getting frustrated at having to make up for a nonexistent bass player. We really needed at least one other player to round out our sound and another voice to create three-part harmonies. We found the missing element in Larry Wright, who was one of Coverdale’s friends. Larry Wright played a decent guitar and he could sing. He took over as our phantom bassist using the same fat-string technique that Coverdale and I had perfected until we all finally chipped in and bought a proper bass guitar. This made a noticeable difference in our sound. We figured that if four was good, then five would be even better, and so added a sax player named Mike Finch who could belt out good solos and, just as important, owned a car. We were now two Larrys, two Mikes, two cars, and a Tom, in case you’d lost track.

The question with local bands like the Tornadoes was always the same: Can we earn enough money to make it worth everyone’s while? Guys like Larry Coverdale, Mike Booth, and I were so passionate about the music that we probably would have played for no money at all. But Mike Finch and Larry Wright lived in the real world and had bills to pay. And since I was still in junior high school, we had to limit our playing to the weekends.

Even so, by 1961 the Tornadoes were playing almost every weekend at a variety of sock hops, school dances, and the like. We were also developing a small but loyal following that seemed to show up everywhere we played. We had business cards made up: “THE TORNADOES… Dance Band For All Occasions!” And the phone kept ringing. We played weddings, parties, clubs, any gig we could find.

One day after school, I stopped at the Spin-It record shop in Niles, where I was a steady customer, to ask if we could put our business cards under the glass counter where other area bands advertised. The shop was owned by a very hip middle-aged woman named Edith Frucci, who everyone affectionately called Dickie. Dickie’s store on Main Street was the center of the musical action in town. I also knew that she liked me and was always asking me how the band was doing. But that afternoon I walked right into the middle of an argument between Dickie and one of her clerks, who had apparently come late for work. I do not know who said what to whom but the clerk grabbed his coat and walked out the door.

The next thing I knew, Dickie walked over to me and half-jokingly said, “So, do you want a job?” Without hesitating I replied, “Yes, ma’am.” And she said, “You got it.” Working for Dickie at the record shop would prove to be the gateway to my career.

The job entailed a little bit of everything. I sold records and schmoozed with the customers, which was very cool. I also had to mop the floors, dust the shelves, and wash the windows, which was very uncool. I tried to time the grunge work when I figured none of my friends might stop by. Dickie always got a kick out of watching me squirm whenever I had a mop in my hand and a good-looking girl would walk in, or worse, a member of another band.

I worked after school all week and all day Saturday. But the best thing was I got to run the band out of the record shop. This was incredibly helpful. It gave the Tornadoes a lot of new contacts we would not have had otherwise. For me it was like going to Rock and Roll College. I got to know the record business from the retail side. I read all the trade papers and learned who the major players were in the record industry—the distributors, publishers, label executives, and even some of the promotion men. As a favor to Dickie, many of the other merchants in town let us put up posters in their shop windows announcing our upcoming dates. All this helped the Tornadoes compete with other area bands. And there were plenty of them.
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