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APPLAUSE FOR


Rebel for God


“Wow, what a fascinating journey! I read this book front to back nonstop. Amazed at what it takes to pioneer; amazed about all the pieces of this puzzle; amazed at God. I owe so much to the early Christian music pioneers. This book has heart, humor, and seeps with wisdom.”


—JOHN COOPER, Skillet


“Eddie DeGarmo has been a pioneer in translating the unchanging message of Christ in the ever-changing musical genres of contemporary music. Had it not been for guys like DeGarmo and Key being willing to risk the scorn of some pastors and churches to share the Gospel in a musical language that people like me understood, I’m not sure where my own Christian life would have gone. In addition to award-winning and life-changing music he wrote and performed, Eddie DeGarmo has successfully spent the second half of his adult life opening the doors for some of the top Christian artists in the world. His own music would have been enough for most people, but he has unselfishly invested himself in others and multiplied the reach of music as a medium for reaching the masses. You have loved his music. You will love the story behind the music and the many people he helped you to love in Rebel for God.”


—MIKE HUCKABEE, former governor of Arkansas, host of Huckabee on TBN


“Pioneer. Trailblazer. Legend. Visionary. Artist. Executive. Mentor. Friend. Follower of Christ. These are just some of the words I use to describe Eddie DeGarmo. I am so happy he has written down his incredible life story and journey. This book is a joyride to read. The Scripture says in Proverbs, ‘We can make our plans, but the Lord determines our steps.’ This is most certainly true of Eddie, and you will read it all in Rebel for God.”


—CHRIS TOMLIN, artist, songwriter, author


“I knew he could rock out, write songs, look a little on the wild side, and love people. I didn’t know he could craft his own story in such a compelling way. And he does it with honesty, humility, and humor. Spruced up faith can be boring because it misses the struggle that makes us who we are. None of that in Rebel for God. Eddie DeGarmo opens the front door of his remarkable journey and invites us into his tiny apartments, bad road vans, and music friendships. I like Eddie for a lot of reasons but the top one is that he kept his promise to his mother. When he left college as a young man for the music road, he promised he’d finish his degree. And decades later, after D&K, EMI, and semi-retirement, he came back to college. It was my privilege to hand him his college diploma. A man with more music business experience than any doctoral program could ever grant, walked the stage with college kids—because a promise is a promise. The success he knows has never ruined the simple man he has become. Read slowly, my friends. This feels a lot like holy ground to me.”


—DAN BOONE, president, Trevecca Nazarene University


“In Eddie DeGarmo’s book Rebel for God, you will read the story of one man’s walk with Jesus in the highly competitive music industry. You will also come to know the roots and mission behind what we know today as Contemporary Christian Music. He was one of the pioneers of it. Though Eddie and I have never had the pleasure of working together directly, I consider it an honor to be a co-laborer with him and know him. I urge you to get this book and reserve time to read it, because once you start, it will be very difficult to lay it down.”


—BART MILLARD, lead singer for MercyMe and writer of “I Can Only Imagine”


“Eddie DeGarmo and Dana Key didn’t invent rock and roll—but they sure introduced it to Christian music and I became a fan. In the years following my first meeting D&K I was fortunate to become friends with Eddie. I don’t know that I have ever known a person that was equally comfortable in the control room and in the boardroom. Eddie is an incredible artist in his own right and, at the same time, has keen business acumen. He is an amazingly well-rounded individual and a great friend.”


—MICHAEL W. SMITH, multi-platinum artist, bestselling author, and acclaimed actor


“The compelling story in Rebel for God should inspire us all toward faithfulness. As Eddie DeGarmo was faithful in his calling as a musician, songwriter, and family man, God continued to bless his work and expand his influence by providing him even greater levels of opportunity. This successful pioneer and visionary of Christian music has impacted countless lives with his music, his message, and his earnest devotion to love God with his heart, soul, and mind and to love his neighbor as himself.”


—PETER YORK, chairman/CEO Capitol Christian Music Group


“Eddie DeGarmo is considered a creative giant in our industry. His bold musical journey is a road map of where vision and innovation can lead if only we dare to walk out the Master’s plan. The experience, wisdom, honesty, and heart Eddie reveals in Rebel for God is not only valuable but truly inspiring.”


—JACKIE PATILLO, president and executive director, Gospel Music Association


“Eddie DeGarmo is one of those rare characters in the field of Christian music who has had a great career as an artist, writer, producer, businessman, and entrepreneur. Doing anything for fifty years is quite an accomplishment, but my friend Eddie did it with class and a whole lot of fun. For anyone who would like to know the history of ‘Christian Rock,’ Rebel for God is a must read.”


—BILL GAITHER, Bill Gaither Trio, Gaither Vocal Band, Homecoming Concert Series


“Typically, fans become enchanted by mystical perceptions of their idol’s splendor. But, in this book, Rebel for God, Eddie DeGarmo catapults the readers past the glitz and glamor of the stage, and infuses them into the ‘bloodline’ of the real journey. Through the rhythm of his experience and the wit of his writing, you will feel the pain, the strain, and the elation of Eddie’s passion for his calling in Christ. Definitely, a ‘must-read!!!’ ”


—HOWARD RACHINSKI, chairman/founder, Christian Copyright Licensing International (CCLI)


“If it weren’t for Eddie DeGarmo, I’m not sure that my music ministry would have ever taken flight! In the pages of Rebel for God you will discover the fascinating story of a leader and musical innovator, someone who is wise, visionary, and passionate about God. For this man I am profoundly grateful!”


—REBECCA ST. JAMES, singer and author


“Eddie DeGarmo is a unique combination: incomparably visionary with a clear grasp on the moment, insatiably creative, and able to work inside realistic business boundaries; a corporate force and yet compassionate and genuine. He is a lover of art and a lover of people, a sincere believer and a really good hang. Eddie and Susan have been good friends to me and Kristyn, and we always look forward to the next time we’re able to get together. We’re honored to commend Rebel for God to you.”


—KEITH AND KRISTYN GETTY, modern hymn writers


“I have had the great privilege of watching as Eddie DeGarmo navigated almost all of the remarkable changes, transitions, and developments described in Rebel for God. Across all the years and all the miles, he learned a host of invaluable life lessons. I am so grateful that in these pages he has gathered them, distilled them, and shared them. This is a treasure trove of wisdom disguised as the wild ride of a rebel soul. In other words, it is quintessentially Eddie!”


—GEORGE GRANT, pastor of Parish Presbyterian Church, director of the King’s Meadow Study Center


“Eddie DeGarmo is a Christian music entrepreneur. His humble character and practical work ethic is inspirational in both music and business. Rebel for God is an eye-opening story of God using one man to influence so many in a powerful and positive way. It’s a must read.”


—JOHN SCHLITT, Petra


“Rebel for God takes us on a journey of God’s love, grace, mercy, and provision as He helped Eddie DeGarmo and the many people Eddie worked with see His plan and purpose unfold over a fifty-year journey. There are many stories that will make you laugh, think, and for those entering into music as a profession, sage wisdom. I recommend this book to anyone who wants to learn about modern Christian music, worship, or anyone who wants to be inspired by another person’s profound journey following Christ.”


—MALCOLM J. HAWKER, president/CEO, Christian Copyright Licensing International (CCLI)


“If you listen to Christian music or sing along in worship, much of what you hear has been influenced or made possible by the work of Eddie DeGarmo. From his beginnings blazing a trail for Christian Rock with D&K, to his work with bringing so many artists and their music to the world, he then was a big part of bringing modern worship music to masses around the world. Rebel for God gives us a behind-the-scenes view of a truly blessed life. Buying and reading this book will inform, entertain, and most importantly, encourage you.”


—SCOTT BRICKELL, BrickHouse Entertainment


“As one who attempts a radical life of Christianity while also performing rock music on tours, records, training, and marketing, I applaud this deeply personal story of Eddie DeGarmo’s groundbreaking life. What a pleasure to also read of my beloved Memphis music scene from the years of Eddie’s career start, the Jesus movements large and small, and the future of ministry and commerce. Eddie’s singular style, story, and directives are thought provoking, giving fans of Christians making music a personal revelation. Readers will resonate with the childhood dreams, rock and roll romp, stories of the hit or miss business of music and ministry, and depth of spiritual formation. I recommend to everyone who loves music, ministry, Memphis, and making it no matter what, to read Rebel for God and try to accomplish a fraction of what Eddie has in his story!”


—KEN STEORTS, president, Visible Music College


“I’ve known Eddie DeGarmo for many years, during which time he has been a positive influence for a number of leaders within the Christian music industry. In his new book, Rebel for God, you’ll enjoy hearing his story and be surprised by how relatable his journey has been. Eddie has been very impactful on my life and I hope that when you read this book he will leave a similar impact on yours.”


—DAVID PIERCE, chief of ministry partnerships, K-LOVE and Air1 Radio


“Rebel for God is a fun ride through Eddie DeGarmo’s forty-plus years of ministry and Christian music biz: morphing and transitioning from artist-writer to record producer to label head to publishing guru. Such great stories—some in which I played a part—that are insightful, inspiring, humorous, challenging, instructional; and they bear out what I’ve experienced in our decades of friendship and as co-workers in the fields of the Lord: Eddie gets ideas, seeks God’s voice, then follows his gut and leaves results up to the heavenly Father. Sage wisdom for all of us.”


—BOB FARRELL, artist, songwriter


“An enjoyable, surprising, and honest look into the life of a legend in Christian music, Rebel for God is filled with so many great stories. Whether it’s as an artist, a producer, label owner, or a music publisher, Eddie DeGarmo’s passion to impact culture and see people find salvation has stayed with him the whole time. If you love Christian music and have watched or experienced any of Eddie’s incredible fifty years in music, then this book is an unmissable read.”


—STEVE McPHERSON, director, Hillsong Music Publishing


“Eddie DeGarmo’s brilliantly written book Rebel For God: Faith, Business, and Rock ‘n’ Roll is limitless in its honesty about life and love. It is one of the best life stories I have ever read that will put your faith back into why the only constant in life is change well lived.”


—EVAN LAMBERG, president, North America Universal Music Publishing


“With style and wit, Eddie DeGarmo tells the story of his life in music—a life that just happens to run the entire spectrum from young musician struggling to keep his band on the road and food on the table, to certified rock star; from co-founding and running his own record label, to top exec in the largest commercial music company on the planet. Rebel for God is a memoir well worth reading.”


—STEPHEN R. LAWHEAD, novelist and (first) manager of DeGarmo and Key


“Eddie DeGarmo is definitely my brother from a very different mother, so much so . . . I’ve often thought and even said, that Eddie DeGarmo is an African-American man trapped inside a Caucasian-American male’s body . . . LOL . . . He is full of Memphis soul, full of vision, and obvious passion to top it off! It’s been pretty mind-boggling watching my friend ascend over the years since our first acquaintance—when TobyMac, Kevin Max, and myself came to Nashville, Tennessee green as leaves in the spring of ‘89 chasing after a similar dream . . . Literally among the ‘first’ few Christian rock bands to exist . . . [from] DeGarmo & Key to Eddie’s rocking solo career, to the grand-slam idea of our industry’s first super successful rock opera called !HERO—in which he so graciously allowed me to star, and expand my own career territory—to his tenure in groundbreaking ideas and leadership at Capitol CMG Publishing, he has pretty much led a ‘renaissance man’ kind of life! Needless to say, as a mentor to myself and many of my contemporaries, Eddie remains the Southern gentleman, soft-spoken, uber kind . . . and always a man of his word, world-class example! All said, I am proud of my big brother and more proud for EVERYONE to hear HIS story, from HIS mouth, about HIS great adventure . . . This dude is truly A Rebel (with a cause) for God! BOOM!”


—MICHAEL TAIT, Grammy award-winning artist and songwriter/dcTalk and Newboys


“Eddie DeGarmo, a pioneer of Christian Rock, was instrumental in helping us find our true voice. Rebel for God provides great insight on where Eddie’s wisdom, creativity, and passion to share the love story of Jesus through undeniable songs come from. I’m honored to be a small part of his legendary impact on the music industry.”


—MARK STUART, Audio Adrenaline and the Hands and Feet Project


“Rebel for God by Eddie DeGarmo is just the right book at just the right time. The stories in this book will keep you turning the pages and the message of God’s love for His creation will make you want to share it with everyone you know.”


—JOSH McDOWELL, founder of Josh McDowell Ministry (a Cru ministry), and author of More Than a Carpenter
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To my lovely wife:


I dedicate this book to Susan. Without her standing beside me, this phenomenal journey would not have happened. I love you dearly.


To my daughters Breckon and Shannon and their husbands, Marcelo and Michael:


You guys are marvelous people and have made our family story grow so much stronger. You make me proud. Thank you, my daughters, for your love to me, especially as I traveled so much while you grew up.


To my mom and dad:


Your belief and support in me was undying. You were always there with me while I chased my dreams.


To my brother Larry:


Thank you for following Jesus and showing him to me.


To my grandkids Paisley, Oscar, Edison, Stella, and Louie:


If God could do these things with a guy like me, it’s unimaginable the great and wonderful things he has in store for you. Follow him.


Thank you, Jesus, for allowing me to travel with you through this journey. It’s been quite a ride.





FOREWORD



Louie Giglio, Pastor of Passion City Church and founder of Passion Conferences and sixsteprecords


Memphis in the 1960s. A Hammond B3. A Marshall amp. Elvis in a blue suit. A nation-wide controversy. Selling out venues, standing on stages, and traversing the world of the music business.


Sounds like the makings of great movie, right? Well, you’re holding the screenplay in your hands!


Eddie DeGarmo’s life would make an epic film, but it makes an even better book, and I’m so glad he’s written so much of it down here.


Shelley and I have had the privilege of knowing and working with Eddie in a number of capacities over the years. When our budding relationship began in the summer of 1983, the songs of DeGarmo and Key were a part of our soundtrack. Together, they were giving a fresh and unique voice to a new generation of Jesus-followers and we were in the wake of their sound. Decades later, we had the privilege of partnering together in our shared passion to equip the Church around the world with songs that proclaim the Glory of God.


Eddie is brilliant, kind, a straight-shooter, and like this memoir aptly puts it, he’s a Rebel For God.


But, he’s not the kind of rebel who flashes his counter-culturisms for show or acclaim. He’s the kind of Jesus-loving rebel that left behind the world’s ways and never looked back from the Kingdom purposes God set before him. He rebelled against what the world called good and popular and right and successful, and chose instead to chase after righteous living, an eternal Kingdom and the fame of a Name greater than his.


Eddie is a true original, and like one of the hits he helped bring to the world, a real-life Jesus Freak.


Eddie is a masterful storyteller, and narrates the series of miracles that have made up his life with all the melody and delight you’d expect from a rock star turned record label exec and music publishing wiz. Turning these pages is like listening to Eddie’s fingers dance over his Hammond B3, making the notes sing of the goodness and grandeur of Jesus.


Rebel for God is a retracing of God’s purposes in the dissonant events of life that helps us see the Divine Hand at work in it all. It’s full of the soul of Memphis, the gritty glamor of rock and roll, and the absurdity of 1980s hairstyles, all tied together by the cord of a faithful God leading his willing, faith-filled servant.


I love Eddie’s story and I know it’s nowhere close to being done yet. Yet, the chapters that have unfolded so far remind us that God is always at work, narrating and knitting the moments of our lives together into a perfect pattern that draws us deeper into the fullness of his plans. Our part is to say yes, and let him lead the way.


Rebel for God will remind you that nothing is wasted, and that no part of your story is unredeemable or purposeless in the economy and timeline of God. Beginning to end, this story is marked by his fingerprints, and you don’t have to dust very far to find them.


Life is about stewardship of God-given capacity, and while it’s undeniable that Eddie DeGarmo’s capacity is almost larger than life, it’s the humility and open-handedness with which he’s chosen to steward his God-gifts that is most striking. He’s generously and skillfully shaped the music of our generation by helping amplify the voices of artists like dcTalk, TobyMac, Audio Adrenaline, Chris Tomlin, Skillet, and a host of others whose names would make your jaw drop. He’s given God everything, and left nothing on the table.


I, and believers around the world, have so much to thank Eddie DeGarmo for. You and I may never know the number of voices who will sing the anthems his hands have helped craft, but I know Heaven’s chorus has grown under the careful craftsmanship with which he’s brought us his melodies.


I’m grateful for Eddie’s life and legacy, and for the songs he’s touched that have given words to many seasons of my soul. It’s impossible to imagine Passion without Eddie’s partnership in helping the songs God’s given us reach the world.


I’m so glad you’ve picked up this book, and cover-to-cover, you’re in for a wild and thrilling ride. As you read, I challenge you to open your mind to greater possibilities than what you’ve dreamed, and to open your hands to God’s plans for the talents he’s entrusted to you. In doing so, you—like Eddie—will be in for more adventure, and more fun, than you ever thought possible.


For His Fame,


Louie Giglio





FOREWORD



TobyMac, Grammy award-winning artist, producer, and songwriter


I was still in college about to graduate when I first met Eddie DeGarmo. I was in a group called dcTalk that recently signed a record deal with a small upstart indie label called ForeFront Records. It was a tiny label, but they were willing to take a chance on a pop/hip-hop band in those early days of our genre. We were down in Memphis putting the finishing touches on our first album, working in a hole-in-the-wall recording studio sitting squarely in a gritty part of town. I thought it was cool, though. One of ForeFront’s owners, Ron Griffin, was working with us on our record. The label’s other owner was Dan Brock. He let us know he arranged for us to go on tour to launch our album with DeGarmo and Key if we were willing. I really didn’t know about D&K and didn’t have much awareness of the CCM industry in general. Instead I was immersed in hip-hop, r&b, reggae, and pop music. I really didn’t hear any hip-hop that was incorporating faith in its subject matter. So that was where the idea of dcTalk began to develop. A long story short, I met a couple of friends in college named Michael and Kevin who could sing the phone book, and that is when the dcTalk story began.


Unbeknownst to me, D&K had already been pioneering a new musical genre years earlier that was eventually called CCM—Contemporary Christian Music. So Dan Brock let us know D&K were going to drop by the studio since it turned out they were from Memphis. When Eddie came walking into the studio that day, it was clear that he had been swimming in the river of rock and roll. He had ‘80s hair bigger than seemed possible and a swagger to match his mojo.


We toured with D&K for a couple of years and while Dana was the front man on stage, I figured out early on that Eddie was the guy pushing most of the buttons. A few years later Eddie let us know he was also an owner in ForeFront Records. So, we connected the dots and saw that it was clearly a good business decision to put us out on tour with them. It was good for us as well, as touring with D&K was an important building block early in our career. We were just grateful to be playing our music in front of a room full of people every night. Along with taking us on the road, there were a couple of times Eddie stepped in when relationships became strained with the label. His laidback manner and friendly approach along with his veteran wisdom helped us find common ground and continue our journey with our label partner.


This book is Eddie’s story and I am thankful that our paths crossed when they did or the dcTalk story might look a lot different. Eddie has been a forerunner in a lot of areas within the CCM industry. Obviously one of those is starting a label called ForeFront Records. It is where we learned the ropes and then broke out onto the national landscape with our platinum record Free at Last and then followed it with the double platinum Jesus Freak. We could not have done it without our partners at ForeFront Records. We are forever thankful they took a chance on us, let us mature, and stretch artistically as they walked alongside of us.


I have observed Eddie as an artist, keyboard player, tour producer, record executive, music publisher, rock opera creator, husband, and father over the years. Watching any man balance family with success in the music business gets my attention. Over the years I have respected Eddie at close range and at a distance. If I had one word to describe Eddie it would be wise, and I don’t throw that out loosely. Through all my encounters with him, Eddie seems to have the rare ability to stay focused on what matters. He is a patient listener who offers concise feedback, usually in the form of a few words that end up sticking with you for life. In other words, when you have a conversation with him he doesn’t leave you with a hundred different things to think about. He usually boils it down to the one or two things that really matter. To me that is a great picture of his life. He has been involved with a lot of different ventures and he has had many victories, but he has never lost sight of the things that really matter. I am grateful to be one of those who have benefitted from his wisdom and am honored to call him my friend.





PROLOGUE



Key Changes





“The only thing constant in life is change”


—FRANÇOIS DE LA ROCHEFOUCAULD (CIRCA 1650) OR HERACLITUS (BC 500) OR EDDIE DEGARMO (CIRCA 2016)


Change and constancy are like the two rails of train tracks. They run parallel and never touch but always go to the same place. Change is inevitable in this life, but God is constant. In fact, he is the only constant. He never changes. His principles never change. How we interact with those principles, or even how we understand them, might change. The effect we allow them to have on our lives might change. But God is called a solid rock for a reason. He is like a boulder in the middle of a rushing river. Or maybe he’s like all of the stones on a riverbed. Time and circumstances rush over and around him. Waves might form. Ripples in the surface might make it hard to see the rock, but it’s there—shaping the flow of the river. With each turn of the stream the view changes. We can fight it all we want. We can try to row against the current. We might even be tempted to just head to shore and watch it roll past us. But if we want to get anywhere it might be best to embrace the twists and turns as best we can; to navigate the transitions and enjoy the ride. And what a ride it is!


As I look back on my life thus far I can see several major transitions I’ve had to navigate. In fact, if it wasn’t for transitions—and painful ones at that—I’d still be playing clubs and chasing girls in Memphis. I might even go so far as to say that how I’ve handled these transitions, or how they’ve handled me, may have more to do with the success I’ve experienced as an artist, a businessman, and a disciple than just about anything other than God’s providence. There’s a lot I don’t know about how God works, but six decades into this journey I’m learning to see His hand all around me. These stories I’m about to tell you, from the wild and wooly to the deeply personal and painful, are shared not to build my brand or to cement my “legacy,” but simply to demonstrate a few key principles I now realize have been central to my journey. From my earliest days behind the keys of a Hammond B3 to helming the largest Christian music publisher in the world, I’m ready to share it all. I hope if you find the thread running through my crazy ride it may help you stitch out your own incredible story.


With the benefit of hindsight I can now recognize at least five major transitions in my professional life. First I made the jump from being a lost kid with rock ‘n’ roll dreams and a major label record deal to being a transformed Jesus follower on a faith mission that would eventually absorb and redefine every rock ‘n’ roll fantasy I ever had. A bit later I consciously chose to shift my creative vision from full volume blues rock to more mainstream pop style. After realizing more success than I could have ever imagined as a rocker, I shifted my attention to the behind-the-scenes aspects of the business and launched an independent record company that became the largest independent Christian record company in the world. Years later I returned to my entrepreneurial roots after selling my record label to one of the biggest mainstream entertainment companies and launched a boutique music publishing firm. Then I became the president of the largest faith-based publishing company in the world. How did that happen? Then, based solely on what I hope was a call from God, I stepped away from it all and retired. Talk about a key change!


So these are the stories of my transitions. Some are funny. Some are painful. I believe all of them, however, reveal some important truths about life, faith, vision, mission, and what some people call “success.” As Dana Key and I sang all those years ago, I do believe we are “Destined To Win,” as one of our D&K song says, but how we get to that finish line, well, that’s the thing, isn’t it?





ONE



When You’re Not Looking


I once heard a man speaking at a seminar deliver an interesting view of humanity. “There are three types of people in this world,” he said. “There are people who make things happen, there are people who watch things happen, and there are people who wonder what happened!” I thought that was pretty funny.


Southern California is an interesting place. You’re liable to run into anything—especially when you’re not watching what’s happening.


In the mid 1980s, Disneyland hosted a massive concert event appropriately named “Night of Joy.” I was honored that my band, DeGarmo and Key, was chosen to perform on that big stage along with several other artists. That night the Magic Kingdom was packed to capacity. Frenzied, energetic kids, youth groups, college students, and families crammed happily into every action ride, show, castle, and pirate ship. The feeling was electric.


Growing up in Memphis, Disneyland was always revered as the crème de la crème of theme parks. It was the top dog, the ultimate. However, I never knew anybody who actually set foot there. We all just watched and drooled from afar when Walt Disney appeared on our TV sets every Sunday night, glowing about what the newest attraction was and how it would change our lives forever. We watched it all happen for other kids and dreamed about being there ourselves.


I was twelve years old when I finally got to see it for myself. It was 1967 and my folks and I travelled to California on vacation to visit my Uncle Eddie and his family in the San Francisco Bay Area. My dad, always the consummate deal maker, somehow convinced a downtown Memphis Lincoln dealer to allow him to deliver a new Town Car—complete with suicide doors—to a customer in San Francisco. I’m not sure you can do that anymore, but Dad made things happen. That Lincoln was our over-the-top, luxurious, vacation transportation. It was the size of an aircraft carrier. My mom, dad, and I spent a week driving to California. We passed through Colorado, which was my first time admiring the Great Rocky Mountains. We were amazed by the Grand Canyon and excited by the lights of Las Vegas. Then we cruised across the Mojave Desert and up to San Francisco. Vacation wasn’t a normal occurrence in my family. I was blown away.





Uncle Eddie was my father’s youngest brother and one of seven kids raised by their mother during the Great Depression. Their father died of malaria when my dad was only five years old. My Grandpap Edward was a sawmill operator in the cypress swamps off the Mississippi river in the Arkansas lowlands. The mosquitoes got him. Dad and two of my uncles, Eddie and Jack, were always close growing up. They started a thriving business together in the late 1940s in San Francisco. Their company manufactured and sold different contraptions and inventions my father came up with.


One of the gadgets, called “The DeGarmo Ice Magic,” was an ice scraper you could plug into your car’s cigarette lighter. It was really a pretty good idea for 1949. It heated up to help melt the ice on your windshield. My dad, the inventor and salesman, was selling them out of the trunk of his car to hardware stores, grocery stores, and gas stations from the Sierra Nevada Mountains east of San Francisco all the way over to Lake Tahoe. His brothers ran the manufacturing operation back in the city. Things were going gangbusters until the scraper’s blades started to fall out prematurely. Uh-oh! They began to fly back, returned as defective by customers and retailers. At first it was only one returned per day. Then ten. Then a hundred poured from the mailman’s bag every day! The brothers didn’t have the money to fix and replace them as fast as they were coming back. That’s when Dad, Mom, and their three kids, (I wasn’t born yet) skedaddled out of town in the middle of the night and hurried back east.


I didn’t hear that story until years later when I was a grown man. Uncle Eddie came out to see DeGarmo and Key play in the Frisco Bay Area and told me the tale about the scandalous “DeGarmo Ice Magic.” He was laughing so hard he almost couldn’t make it through to the end. He said he and his other brother went to the office one morning to discover my dad had just vanished, never to show up again. No note. No anything. The ice scrapers came back by the thousands. The brothers did their best at first, then finally locked the doors of the business and went bust. Dad finally called them both and made up a few months later. After that, I think my dad and the brothers got right and drove the straight and narrow. Well, for the most part anyway.


Back to when I was a kid. When we arrived in the Bay Area on our vacation it was the “summer of love” in 1967. I was looking forward to spending a week with my cousin, David DeGarmo. David was a couple of years older than me. He was in high school and was quite the savvy young man. We were thick as thieves that week, trudging all over the city. We had a complete blast and it was a real eye opener for me. He showed me the Haight-Ashbury district, Golden Gate Park and Bridge, the Bay Bridge, and the city itself. San Francisco was remarkably beautiful and definitely freewheeling during that time; way different from Memphis.


At the end of our week together, and after Dad delivered the Lincoln to its owner, we planned to fly to Los Angeles and visit Disneyland as the pinnacle of our trip. It was decided David should accompany us. I was elated. Disneyland didn’t let us down. It was indeed magical. I even remember seeing a young Jim Morrison and his band The Doors rise from the ground on a small stage in the Tomorrowland section of the park playing “Light my Fire.” They were just getting started in those days and were not yet famous. I didn’t realize who they were until much later when I looked back on it. I’ll never forget it now.





Almost twenty years went by before I returned to Disneyland for our concert as part of the Night Of Joy in the mid-eighties. A lot of water surged under the bridge of my life between those visits. About three years after my childhood visit—totally caught up in San Francisco’s hippie culture—my cousin David died of an accidental heroin overdose. He shot up the drug under his tongue so his parents wouldn’t see the needle marks. That was heavy on my mind as I returned to the “Happiest place on earth.” Things could have easily turned out that way for me I guess. Fortunately, God had another plan.


Our band bus rolled into Anaheim at about 8:00 a.m. and delivered us to a high-rise hotel directly across the street from the front gates of Disneyland. It was a normal blue-sky, pristine, southern California morning. We rolled out of our bus bunks and wandered half dazed into the lobby as our road manager checked us in. If not for our tour bus parked immediately outside, we could have easily been mistaken for homeless people. Hair all fuzzed out, wearing sweats, cut-off shorts, ripped t-shirts, and blurry eyed, we looked a total mess. That was typical for us.


A few minutes later when I got to my room the phone immediately rang. It was my bandmate, Dana Key. He invited me to come down to the restaurant and have breakfast with him. “Sure,” I said. “Give me a few minutes to clean up and I’ll be down.” Cleaning up, for me, meant getting my hair under control. I had some kind of hair in those days. My wife and daughters said I could easily be confused with “The Beast” from Beauty and the Beast. Others said I looked like a wrestler. I liked that description better.


The hostess desk and cash register in the lobby restaurant was directly across from a double set of glass exit doors. I could see people sitting at booths and tables in the large dining area beyond the chest-high hostess desk. There were a couple of hipster street looking guys standing there paying their bill to the waitress from behind the cash register as I strolled up. The hallway was too narrow for me to pass behind them so I walked up between them and the hostess desk, smiled, and said, “Excuse me.” The two guys graciously backed up to the glass exit doors, allowing me to pass by in front of them. When I walked into the restaurant, oddly, every eye in the place was trained on me. Suddenly I heard a woman’s bloodcurdling scream from behind me and I turned around just in time to see those two men running through the glass exit doors as the waitress continued to scream.


They robbed the place!


I briskly stumbled over to the row of booths where Dana was sitting. He looked up astonished and gasping for air saying, “Do you have any idea what just happened? Those guys had guns trained on that waitress! We were all watching! You just walked up and said, ‘Excuse me’ and they raised their gun arms just like a tollgate at a parking lot and let you pass by. Then, they lowered their guns and finished the hold-up! Unbelievable! Eddie, you are Mr. Magoo!”


I have thought a lot about that morning since then; whether those guys knew whether I saw their guns or not. Maybe they thought I was some kind of bad-*** longhaired dude not to be messed with. I like the thought of that but I’ll never know for sure.


Like they said at that seminar, there are people who make things happen, people who watch things happen, and people who wonder what happened. When the speaker laid it out like that we all laughed. What he said was funny, but I have found myself falling into the third category more than I like to admit.


“What happened?” The story of my life. It’s definitely been exciting.





TWO



In the Days of Thy Youth


Memphis, Tennessee sits proudly upon a bluff overlooking the Mississippi River. They call it the Bluff City, actually. That’s where I grew up. I never understood the nickname until I got older. They say the river bluff makes the tornadoes jump over Memphis. Maybe that’s true, but it seems I do remember a couple of them wreaking havoc a little east of downtown when I was a kid. I guess they just didn’t jump far enough to get past the hood or the suburbs for that matter. Downtown was the only area that seemed to be spared. Across the Big Muddy river, the land is as flat as the back of your hand, with cotton fields stretching for miles in every direction. That’s where West Memphis is. It’s actually in Arkansas and things are just a little bit different there. More about West Memphis later; it’s important.


Downtown Memphis was extremely vibrant and alive in those days. Front Street, next to the river, was lined by cotton companies in both directions. They traded it, shipped it, picked it, sold it, or did whatever else could be done with cotton. They mostly made money. Every fall, during the harvest, you could see thousands of cotton bales stacked upon the cobblestones next to the river, waiting to be loaded onto barges. The businessmen and workers inspected and moved them around, circling them almost like vultures on the hunt.


Memphis could still be hot in October. It seemed everyone—whether dressed in suits or work clothes—was drenched with sweat. The city hosted the annual King Cotton Parade and it was quite a big deal back then. I represented my fourth grade class at the festivities one year. It was a proud moment and an honor when I was chosen to be the ambassador of my class at the King Cotton Parade! This was back in the late fifties and early sixties. When I met the girlfriend of my life years later she worked at a cotton company on Front Street, as did her father before her. Two things seemed to be the lifeblood of Memphis back then—cotton and music. The latter still runs through my veins to this very day.


Beale Street intersects with Front Street and South Main right on top of the river bluff above the muddy Mississippi. It’s like you can smell the catfish when the breeze blows just right off the river. It’s been called the Home of the Blues. I lived just a few miles south in a neighborhood called Whitehaven. When I was a kid my older brother and I, and sometimes a friend or two, would hop on the city bus and ride down to go hang out on Beale Street. I was only eight or nine years old. It was safe to do that back then. Incredible! In those days, Beale Street was lined with the coolest and most outlandish rock ‘n’ roll and soul clothing stores, a lot of pawnshops, and some infamous soul food restaurants. The century-old buildings were weathered and tattered and in serious need of fresh paint.


The streets had open air produce markets on the corners with vendors who called out when you passed by, “Hey boy, you wanna buy a slice of watermelon for a dime?”


Old black men sat on apple crates, played bottleneck guitar, and sang the blues all down the street. I remember a band called “The Three Tuffs” except there were four of them. One of the guys played bottleneck slide on an acoustic guitar with open tuning. One played a guitar with only five strings instead of the normal six. One played an upright bass made from a washtub and a string. The drummer beat a cardboard Stag Beer box with drumsticks. I asked the guitar player why he only had five strings. “Well, I only got five fingers,” he said. “It only seemed right I didn’t need that extra string.” Made sense to me. I later found out the Rolling Stones’ Keith Richards did the same thing. Guess it made sense to him too.


The drummer did fantastic things with that Stag box. He hit it in different places for different sounds and raised and lowered it with his foot for more bass resonance. The kids today do the same thing with the five-gallon plastic buckets. But this guy played a Stag Beer box! “Why that brand?” I asked.


“No other beer box sounded right ‘cept Stag,” he said. I was smitten. That was cool.


My family moved from Detroit to Memphis in 1959. My folks were both from backwoods, northeast Arkansas towns called Marked Tree and Piggott. They were country kids who grew up in the cypress swamps and farm country of the rural backwoods. They didn’t know each other growing up, but both went north to Detroit during the beginnings of World War II when they were “all grown up” teenagers hoping to find work in the factories and help the war effort. I think a lot of folks did that then.


Strangely enough, my father was in the Army’s horse cavalry back in Kansas during 1939 before we entered the war when he fell ill with a very bad case of dysentery. Uncle Sam thought he was sure to die and discharged him, giving him only six months to live in 1941. He received a pension of seventeen dollars a month all of his life after he was sent home. That doesn’t sound like a very good deal. My dad wasn’t allowed to re-enlist during World War II. I’m pretty sure he always felt guilty about that, seeing how all his friends went off to fight the good fight overseas. He just never died like the Army said he would. He met and fell in love with my mother in Detroit and started our family there. Though they lived up north for twenty years, they always had a longing to move back to the South. In June of 1959 Dad bought an old truck, packed us up, and headed back to Dixie. I was four years old. My folks were known as Cliff and Marge.


I’m the youngest of four boys. My oldest brother, Shelton, is eleven years my senior. Then came Mike and Larry. I came into the world almost six years after Larry. That worked out pretty well for me, actually. I was the only one at home from seventh grade through high school. I got all the attention.


When we moved from Detroit to Memphis our parents dropped us four boys off at my grandparents’ farm outside McDougal, Arkansas. It was the month of June in between school years. We stayed with them for about a month while Mom and Dad went to Memphis to find us a place to live. That was when I first learned what chopping cotton was all about. My grandparents were good people, but thought it was right that we worked while we stayed with them on the farm. As I mentioned I was only four, so I’m sure I didn’t work very much, but my brothers did. My grandma took us out to the fields every day with a hoe and had my brothers chop the weeds away from the cotton plants. I just remember it being hot and dirty and watching out for snakes. My grandma seemed to always have killed a copperhead or two with her hoe and stretched them out for us kids to see. I also remember my brothers hating chopping cotton with a passion. We learned to pick it later that year. We hated that too. Those are my earliest Southern memories; cotton, heat, dirt, snakes, and sweat. It all fit together pretty well.


On Thanksgiving Day, 1959, my family bought and moved into our house at 4080 Whitehaven Park Circle. Graceland, Elvis’s home, was just a quick walk through the woods up and across Highway 51 from us. That’s when music came alive for me. Elvis Presley personified rock ‘n’ roll, and his mansion captured my imagination. That kind of success and fame became the goal and purpose of my life. In many ways, music became my god by the time I hit adolescence. I dedicated myself at the altar of rock ‘n’ roll completely.


Growing up in Whitehaven was fantastic. It was just a few miles south of downtown, but far enough away to feel pretty rural. We only had a few stores, but Elvis lived there! When I was in first grade our school bus passed Graceland every morning. Sometimes we kids would see The King outside riding a horse in his pasture. Sometimes he would wave at us as we went by. I actually trick-or-treated from him on Halloween once. I remember the kids lining up the driveway of Graceland waiting to catch a glimpse of him. I was a little vampire and Elvis gave me a one-dollar bill he signed. I did what every other little punk would have done. I spent it the next day. I can’t believe I did that!


My interest in music actually started back in Detroit. My mother played piano in our small Missionary Baptist church. She was really good at it. We had a piano in our basement, and I began to play around on it at the age of three. She taught me little melodies, very simple songs and such. Those were dear times with her I will never forget. She gave me lessons until I was five or six. Then she was done. I was unruly so she farmed me out to an evil piano witch. That didn’t go so well until the witch bought me a Beatles songbook in 1964. Then she turned into a piano goddess! Smart, she was.


I can also remember the first record I was old enough to put on the record player and play all by myself. It was “I Got a Woman” by Ray Charles. I played it over and over again all day long. It must have been my big brother’s record. My folks probably wouldn’t have bought me “I Got a Woman” when I was only four. I know it was my brother’s record player because it wouldn’t work right one day so I painted it with blue-gray house paint I found in the basement. I painted the whole darn thing, turntable and all. It ruined the record player and it about ruined my behind after my father found out. That was a bad day.


A couple years later, down in Memphis, on the first day of the first grade, I met a kid who became one of the most important people in my life musically and spiritually. Dana Key was kind of a big kid who surrounded himself with his own greasy kid-gang of minions. I can still see his dirty, smudgy face when we squared off on the playground. He asked me if I wanted to be part of his gang.


“No way,” I said. “I’m going to get my own gang and be the leader.”


That’s how we met. We competed with each other for the rest of our lives. We were friends, and truly loved each other, but we really acted more like blood brothers. I still recall, in the fourth grade, when we looked through the Sears and Roebuck catalog at the musical instruments. In the early years he was going to play trumpet and I was going to play trombone. I’m glad that didn’t stick.





THREE



Chase the Wind


My older brother Larry took up guitar around the time I met Dana. He was in high school by then and got pretty good at playing and singing. My father was an okay guitarist too, but was even better on the harmonica. He picked up harmonica as a kid while hopping trains around the country during the Great Depression. He said they were really popular because you could put them in your pocket if you had to jump off the train. He could play rhythms and melodies at the same time. I marveled at it. Dad and Larry sometimes played together in the living room.


Larry formed a neighborhood band with three or four other kids from around the block. They practiced in my brother’s upstairs bedroom after school. I often sat in the corner and listened to them play. It was magical. I was totally into the drums. I just couldn’t believe how cool it was to hit on things and keep a beat. When the kids left to go home, I would sneak in, sit at the drums, and try to make beats. By this time, my mother and father were home from work and the noise drove them crazy. They yelled up the stairs for me to leave those drums alone and come down and practice piano. Let’s face it; playing piano is not the coolest thing for a fourth grade boy to do. The other kids spent afternoons playing football and baseball while I had to practice my stupid piano. Drums seemed cool, though. You got to hit things.


My mom and dad joined us all up to the Graceland Baptist Church when we moved to Whitehaven. I can still see the pastor, my dad, and the other deacons all taking a smoke on the church steps under a blue sky after the Sunday service. It was the early sixties and in the South after all. It seemed everyone smoked—even the dogs and cats. I tell folks I had a “smoking permit” in high school allowing me to smoke cigarettes at school. I don’t think my grandkids believe me when I tell them. That was before we knew smoking killed you. Now, we’ve come up with better and quicker ways to kill ourselves: drugs, gangs, junk food, and all kinds of other bad stuff.


Remember, I said earlier West Memphis figured importantly in my story. It’s known these days as the Truck Stop Capital of America. That’s something when you think about how many truck stops there are. It’s where the highly traveled I-40 and I-55 interstate highways intersect.


West Memphis was also known for the Southland Greyhound Park—the one and only place where legalized gambling was allowed around Memphis when I was a kid. Every night on the evening news the announcer gave the odds on the Trifecta or Quinella, or all sorts of crazy schemes a person could bet on and maybe win a little money. The Baptists didn’t think kindly of gambling, of course. Well, one night my dad, being the good Baptist that he was, decided to go over and bet on the dogs. He ended up winning $1,200, which was a small fortune in 1964. He took me out the next day, probably either out of guilt or his hatred of my drum playing, to Berl Olswanger Music on Union Avenue and bought me a Farfisa Combo Compact Organ and a Gretsch amplifier. It was the same keyboard many of the famous British invasion and American rock bands used. I was beside myself.


That is how I got started in Christian music—at the dog track.


God may have taken a few years to work out his plan properly with me, but that was the start of my apprenticeship. During my years as president of Capitol CMG Publishing, I purchased the exact model of that little organ and set it up outside my office with a picture of me playing the original one with our band when I was ten years old. It was a great reminder of where I came from and also a good story to tell to aspiring artists and writers.


I was nine years old when my dad bought me that organ. It caused quite a hoopla at home. All of a sudden it was cool to be a piano player in the neighborhood. It also drew some pretty snide remarks from my brothers. They couldn’t believe my folks spent that much money on me. Frankly, I can’t believe it either. We were a totally middle class American family and that sum was downright outrageous. I think it was the “sin money” from the gambling escapade that did the trick.


I was quickly invited to be in my brother Larry’s band. All the band members were in high school and I was just going into the fifth grade, but I had the organ and amplifier. It’s probably what got me in the band. We named our band The Chants. I practiced every day like clockwork. I learned songs from vinyl records by picking the needle up over and over again and copping the licks. I probably drove my poor family crazy. I couldn’t pass by a piano without sitting down and banging out a tune. That was my daily passion from then on.


One of my big moments came on the last day of the fifth grade. My teacher came to me and said there was going to be a celebration for the whole elementary school in a couple of weeks and our principal wondered whether or not our little rock band would play a few songs for the student body. I went home elated and asked my brother and the band if they would be willing. Of course he agreed, but they needed permission to get everyone out of high school that day. The parents of the band members wrote notes and, thankfully, it all worked out. We played three songs that day at Graves Road Elementary School; “Gloria” by The What (Van Morrison’s first band), “Louie, Louie” by The Kingsmen, and “You Really Got Me” by The Kinks.


The place went wild while we played. It was glorious. All the girls wanted to talk to me after I got offstage. I couldn’t believe it. It was kind of sicko when I look back at it. I was somebody! Our dear ol’ dad even showed up unannounced with a bunch of big amplifiers he rented. He wanted us to sound good. He was always into it that way.


That was the day I dedicated my life to becoming a rock star. Hell or high water, I was going to make it big someday. Unfortunately, for the next several years I visited hell first.


My first real conflict happened at our church. Our band was a dance band. All the kids wanted to do when we played was dance. There were dance TV shows like “American Bandstand,” “Hullabaloo,” “Dance Party,” “Where the Action Is,” and others. The Methodists, Catholics, and several other churches sponsored weekend dances in their gyms or youth meeting rooms.


The message I heard from our church, loudly, was simple. “The Baptists don’t dance, son.”


That’s pretty much all I remember hearing from my church for several years, actually all the way through my high school years. But it was the sixties and I was bent to be all about it in every way—good or bad. I was sold. I found my destiny.


Later on that year our band hit a road bump and proceeded to drive off a cliff. We started playing out fairly frequently. It seemed it was always for a dance at a skating rink, a church, or swimming pool party. One day the whole band met with me and told me they were going to kick out our drummer and get a kid who played better and owned better drums. But the drummer and I were tight as ticks so I quit the band out of loyalty. It turned out to be divine intervention.


Not long after, Larry’s band played at a senior graduation house party where the parents were gone and the kids got up into some heavy drinking. Later that evening my folks found my brother passed out in our old, funky, nasty fishing boat in the carport. The band left him out there, totally fractured by the alcohol. I guess they were too afraid to knock on the door. He was crazy drunk and a complete mess. He probably could have died out there. My parents and I found him by his moaning and dragged him into the house and into his bed.


In the morning, all hell broke loose as my parents handed out Larry’s sentence. He was banned from his rock band forever and grounded from any activities completely for the three very long summer months. That’s pretty hard medicine for a kid just about to graduate high school. My folks further humiliated him by cutting his hair close to the scalp while he was still drunk and passed out. I know they were just handing out what they thought was tough love. We never questioned their motive. But it was really tough.


After that Larry gave up on music and went to work at a local grocery store. Many years later he still felt he was judged too harshly by our parents and that one mistake took him away from the music he was so good at playing.


“Maybe that messed my career calling up,” he once told me.


For me it was just the beginning. Music wasn’t just a hobby for me. I was completely “ate up with it.” Larry’s tragedy sidelined him, but I kept on keeping on. That kind of passion can be a good thing, like a cool drink of water, or it can be bad—like a disease you can’t control. For some of us music gets deep into our souls and roots itself in there. There was no stopping me.


Dana Key and I formed our first band in the sixth grade. We named ourselves “The Sound Corporation.” We were a four piece: Dana on guitar, me on keys, Andy Owens on bass, and Donnie O’Neal playing drums. Around the time Christmas came Larry showed up at one of our band practices.


“You guys need a manager,” he said. “Someone just like me.”


He then began to tell us if we were going to be a band we had to look like a band. It was time to dress accordingly and get some real threads. He was right about that. Years later as a record executive, I said to my artists, “If you can walk through the mall without people suspecting you are an artist, singer, or in a band by the way you dress and carry yourselves, you’ve missed the mark.” Image is important.


Then my brother, our new manager, also said there was a battle of the bands at the Mid-South Fair and he thought we should enter. We had a few months to get ready. Over that span we practiced as much as possible and played every possible gig. My dad was a real estate agent at that point and sometimes we set our amplifiers up and played on the driveway at his open houses. It was then I first really experienced how music could draw a crowd. People stopped their cars in the street, got out, stood, and listened. My dad was a pretty good marketer.


I’ve discovered through the years that performing live is where the rubber meets the road for an artist. It changes everything about how you sing, play, look, and smile. You’ve heard “Strike a pose.” Well, that actually happens when you perform in front of a crowd. Everything gets much more intense, focused, and refined.


Later in life when I was a music executive, my first question to young artists was, “Where have you been performing?” Too many times I heard excuses. “Well, I have to work here or there to make money and I haven’t had as much time to sing and play as I would prefer. But, if you could help me with a deal and support I could do it more.”


To that I replied, “But, you said you are a singer,” or “You said you are a guitar player. Singers sing and guitar players play. I didn’t ask you if you were getting paid for it. That’s not the important matter for now.”


Many times artists gave me a puzzled and discouraged look after that exchange. I would then say, “You know, you have to want it more than me. It never works out in the end if you don’t.”


It was the beginning of the seventh grade when the band competition rolled around for Dana, the guys and me the next September at the Mid-South Fair. We were rock solid tight. We also had our knee-high black suede Beatle boots, white pants, light blue turtleneck sweaters, and love beads around our necks. We probably looked like a commercial for the TV show Laugh In. But hey, it was 1967. We were scared to death when we performed that Saturday afternoon at the fairgrounds. It was probably 95 degrees in the place and we were wearing sweaters. I have to say though, we killed it.


There were several dozen bands competing from all over the mid-south. When it was our turn to perform, we played “Mustang Sally” by Wilson Pickett, “You Keep Me Hanging On” by Vanilla Fudge, and “For What It’s Worth” by Buffalo Springfield. Every group got to play three songs. Ours weren’t necessarily the happiest pop songs of the day. We were way too hippie-psychodrama for that fluff and we wanted everyone to know it. We were cool.


The band that came on behind us was much better at playing the socially accommodating game than we were. When they started playing, all but the drummer had their backs to the crowd and one by one they were introduced over the music. “Danny on bass”—then he would turn around to face the crowd very quickly with a huge smile. “Jimmy on guitar,” and so on. They were all wearing blazer jackets and ties. I have to admit, even back then Dana and I laughed and thought it was extremely cheesy. That band went on to win the competition based on their showmanship. We came in second place. We won in every other category—musicianship, performance, etc. But those guys had a show and we didn’t. I learned a hard lesson that day.
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