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	Hey hey, my my


	Rock and roll can never die


	—Neil Young




	Chapter One


	The Prince of Darkness


	Ozzy Osbourne had been on my radar for a couple of years. Black Sabbath were pioneers of heavy metal, forming in 1968—in fact, they were largely responsible for creating the heavy metal genre. Ozzy’s howling voice along with the band’s doomsday riffs and catchy songwriting made Sabbath one of the most influential bands in rock. 


	It was June 1996, and as the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame’s curator, I had methodically called Ozzy’s office in Los Angeles twice a year to persuade him to meet and discuss representing his life and music at the museum. Making inroads with artists has always required a great deal of persistence. It’s a balancing act: The trick is to be persistent but not annoying. No easy feat, but my calendar had been reminding me to call Ozzy’s people two weeks after New Year’s Day and then again in the summertime. 


	So I checked in again with his Los Angeles assistant—who, after many years, had grown to recognize my nasal voice on the other end of the line. By this point, we had a nice, casual rapport.


	To my surprise, Ozzy’s office called back to say that Ozzy and his wife, Sharon, would be happy to receive me at their home in the English countryside. I typically made two trips to England each year—parachuting into a region and packing in a bunch of meetings over a few days. During these semiannual sweeps, I crisscrossed the country, connecting with artists, families, record company execs, and collectors. 


	I built this semiannual trip around my meeting with Ozzy and was able to get a lot of work done in London and the surrounding area. It was just more than a year after the hall of Fame’s opening, and there was still a mad rush to nail down as many collections as possible. I met with Led Zeppelin’s infamous manager, Peter Grant; visited with the family of pianist Ian Stewart, a founding member of the Rolling Stones; and traveled to acquire the giant photo backdrop from the Stones’ 1969 Hyde Park memorial concert for Brian Jones. 


	Over the years, I spent hundreds of hours in London’s iconic black cabs, going to meetings and hauling instruments and other artifacts to our shippers in Hackney (who also worked for the British Royal Family). It was one long, glorious Easter egg hunt. 


	Sharon sent for a chauffeur-driven Rolls-Royce to pick me up from my hotel in Mayfair and take me to the Osbournes’ residence in Buckinghamshire, about twenty miles outside of London. The Osbournes lived in the so-called gin-and-Jag belt, which was chock-full of bucolic towns and enormous estates that provided celebrities and the aristocracy with a great deal of privacy. As the Rolls approached the house, we passed through an imposing gatehouse, and I could see a large estate at the end of a long, tree-lined driveway. It was an enormous redbrick mansion complete with two Dutch-style gabled attics—a Grade II-listed property called Welders House built in 1899. The building and its accompanying tennis courts aptly summed up the archetype of the English gentleman rock star. 


	Welders House had been a “lunatic asylum” and later (after a proper name change) served as a mental hospital—a “Home of Rest”—for nurses who had suffered post-traumatic stress during World War I. Knowing Ozzy’s reputation, it wasn’t ironic that he was living in this house. Naturally, I was aware of the legendary incident when Ozzy bit the heads off two live doves at a record label meeting in the early 1980s. (Several people at that meeting screamed, vomited, and ran out of the room.) That was followed by the even more grisly episode at a Des Moines concert, when Ozzy unknowingly bit the head off a live bat onstage. What nice mental images to have as my car rolled up the driveway. 


	As I stepped out of the car, I saw a figure in the courtyard dressed in all black—


	And holding a rifle.


	It was John Michael “Ozzy” Osbourne, the Prince of Darkness himself. He turned toward me with the most marvelous, shit-eating grin; but as it turns out, the weapon he was holding was just a BB gun. Ozzy was pretending to shoot birds to try to get a rise out of me. “Good fucking morning,” he said warmly. “How ah yah?” Ozzy led me into the house. Sharon was standing at the door and couldn’t have been more charming. She had been managing Ozzy for years—and saving him from ruin—and would soon become a famous television celebrity. She had met Ozzy through her father, Don Arden, who had managed Black Sabbath, Small Faces, Electric Light Orchestra, and other acts.


	They gave me a tour of the house—a magnificent place with many large rooms for entertaining. The dining room was decorated with nearly two dozen gold records on the walls. In front of me was the high school dropout from Birmingham who grew up in poverty, worked at a slaughterhouse and a mortuary, and went to jail; now, he owned one of the most exquisite private residences in England. That’s one of the beauties of rock ’n’ roll: A true rebel living in a mansion who made the jump in one generation. Not the typical English way to do things. Ozzy had tattoos decades before it was mainstream, and when he met Queen Elizabeth, he did his best to be respectable. “When I went up to the Queen, I tried to keep my hand in my pocket,” he recalled. “I was afraid she would faint when she saw the tattoo on my hand [that spelled out o-z-z-y on his fingers]. She said, ‘I understand you’re quite the wild one.’ ” 


	On the grand staircase, I met their daughter Kelly and son Jack, who were young children at the time. We sat down in one of their beautifully furnished drawing rooms, and I was offered tea. Very proper and all. There were large bay windows that were swung wide open and overlooked formal grounds, flower gardens, and rolling lawns. The main features of the grounds were a magnificent rose garden and a replica of the famous Bethesda Fountain in New York City’s Central Park. 


	Butterflies flew into the room from outside. 


	We spoke about the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame, which had opened the previous year. I told them I wanted to document and preserve Ozzy’s important legacy, and Ozzy told me he had many interesting objects that could be exhibited. He removed the cross he was wearing around his neck and handed it to me. “My father made this cross,” he said proudly. “He was a toolmaker.” It was beautifully crafted, and Ozzy explained that his dad had also made crosses for the other members of Black Sabbath. “They were meant to protect us when we were out in the world.” I explained that we were collecting for a heavy metal exhibit that would include objects from many of the most important metal artists: Metallica, Iron Maiden, Judas Priest, and others. 


	“I recently met with Delores Rhoads”—the mother of the deceased guitarist Randy Rhoads—I informed Ozzy. “She is loaning us Randy’s Flying V”—an iconic Gibson electric guitar decorated with polka dots. Rhoads was Ozzy’s close friend and the lead guitarist in his hugely successful post-Sabbath band. He died in a plane crash in 1982 when the pilot recklessly swooped down toward the band’s tour bus, which was transporting Ozzy, Sharon, and the rest of the band.


	The incident was certainly one of the most bizarre and tragic misadventures in rock history, one I distinctly remember hearing about when I was in high school. I thought mentioning Randy Rhodes would have impressed Ozzy. 


	I was clearly mistaken. 


	As soon as the words came out of my mouth, his mood changed. Even though Rhoads had died fifteen years earlier, just my mention of his name deeply upset Ozzy. I tried to steer the subject back to the hall of Fame, but Ozzy was getting more and more upset. He began crying. And while his Birmingham accent was difficult enough for a Yank like me to decipher, it wasn’t hard to understand when he shouted, “I miss him so much!”


	I had stepped on a land mine. 


	Sharon tried to calm Ozzy down. I sat there frozen. Suddenly, Ozzy jumped up from the sofa and made a running leap out of those giant windows, landing in the garden next to a four-wheeled ATV—clearly stationed there for a quick escape. I looked down and saw Ozzy rev up the engine and then tear furiously through the gardens, disappearing into the distance. Meeting adjourned.


	On the way back to London, I couldn’t stop thinking about this crazy episode, seemingly ripped straight from the script of This Is Spinal Tap. Ultimately, though, it was no laughing matter: In 2003, Ozzy almost died after he crashed his Yamaha Banshee 350 ATV on the grounds at Welders House. He cracked a vertebra in his neck, broke eight ribs, and burst several blood vessels. He underwent emergency surgery at a nearby hospital and, thankfully, recovered. A few years later, Ozzy auctioned off all his motorcycles and four-wheelers. You just can’t make this shit up.


	[image: image]


	I’ve been told many times in my career that I had the ultimate dream job. I wouldn’t disagree. For more than thirty years, I was paid to travel the world to hang out with rock stars—in their lavish homes, recording studios, trashed hotel rooms, Rolls-Royces and sports cars, and backstage while crowds clapped and stomped their feet. This job afforded me access to rock’s most iconic artists—musicians who undeniably changed history and culture. My gig? I was a founding curator of the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame, and it was my job to scavenge through attics, warehouses, and drafty barns, rescuing treasures that might otherwise be sold, tossed in a landfill, or, in some cases, eaten by rats. 


	It was three whirlwind decades of meeting extraordinary people and soaking up the very essence of rock ’n’ roll. I still pinch myself that I made a successful career of it all. Being in the catbird seat for the creation of a national treasure was a privilege and a calling; I had the opportunity to uncover and preserve rock’s important history, and to give the art form and its creators the long overdue respect they craved and deserved. Along the way, I collected stories, lots and lots of stories. And while there are a few things that, for various reasons, I can’t tell you—buckle up!




	Chapter Two


	The Sultan and His Gang


	I began working at the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame in 1991, but the organization had been around for several years before I joined the team. The Rock Hall’s creation unfolded with enough jaunty plot twists for a Hollywood screenplay. It happened on a whim, completely by chance, with just the right confluence of events and people—much like rock ’n’ roll itself. “Inadvertence, accident, happenstance, and serendipity.” That’s how the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame’s cofounder Jann Wenner described the combined forces that brought the institution into existence. 


	Remove a key component and you get something completely different.


	It all began in 1983 when Black Tie Network producer Bruce Brandwen conceived of a pay-per-view television program—called The Rock & Roll Hall of Fame—that would include an awards ceremony and performances. The following year, he hired Bob Dylan’s big-time attorney David Braun, who had deep contacts in the music business and was game to help make something happen. Brandwen and Braun walked into legendary Atlantic Records music mogul Ahmet Ertegun’s office at Seventy-Five Rockefeller Plaza with an ace in the hole: A shrewd twenty-six-year-old woman named Suzan Evans, who was working on the new enterprise with them. 


	“I was hired in the spring of 1983 as Executive Director,” said Evans. “But in order for his award show to work, [Brandwen] needed to form a legitimate Hall of Fame.” 


	Before working with Brandwen, Evans had spent her first eighteen months after law school unhappily working as a bankruptcy litigator at a well-known boutique firm in New York. She was contemplating taking a leave of absence to consider her options. At that time, Evans recalled, a friend of hers who was an entertainment attorney representing Black Tie Network asked “if I would consider working for one of her clients who needed someone to establish a ‘Rock and Roll Hall of Fame organization’ so that he could produce a television show around it.” The idea intrigued Evans, who had spent time in Los Angeles as a journalism student working at Soap Opera Magazine and rubbing shoulders with actors like Robin Williams, Billy Crystal, and Richard Lewis. Evans left the law practice to work for Black Tie Network at the company’s office in an old Manhattan firehouse on Twenty-Eighth Street. 


	Brandwen had the expertise necessary to produce a television show, but he needed someone like Ertegun to get the rock stars to show up and give the event some authenticity. It wasn’t easy at first—Ertegun had initially declined to participate.


	Though Ertegun was still trying to decide whether he wanted to be involved at all, and if so, in what capacity, he and Evans met several times weekly over the course of a month to discuss ideas for the hall of Fame. They developed an excellent rapport, which turned out to be fortuitous.


	“I was new to the music industry and didn’t know many people,” Evans said.


	That changed quickly.


	“I was pretty persistent, and he finally agreed to be chairman and to take the leadership role in forming the hall.” 


	As soon as Ertegun agreed to become chairman that summer of 1983, he moved Evans into the headquarters of Atlantic Records, just two doors down the hall from his office, and the two strategized about who should be invited to join the board of directors and the nominating committee. “We wanted influential leaders in the music industry and hoped to have a board composed of the heads of all the major labels, top executives, attorneys—and those who would today be called ‘influencers,’ ” Evans explained.


	Even before Ertegun’s involvement, the nominating committee was taking shape during meetings that spring at the firehouse. It included the legendary record producer John Hammond—who signed Bob Dylan, Pete Seeger, Aretha Franklin, Bruce Springsteen, and Leonard Cohen—popular radio show host and DJ Norm N. Nite, and artist Lesley Gore, among others. “Gore became involved with the project at the request of her cousin, who worked at Black Tie,” recalled Evans. “She lent her name at the very beginning, before I came aboard, so her name was listed with mine on the incorporation documents.” 


	It bothered Ertegun that while he would be donating his time and energy to this project, a television producer would be reaping the rewards as a business venture. That soon changed. “When he agreed to be chairman, it was with the understanding that the organization must be run as a nonprofit—and that it not be televised—in order to earn the respect of the artists,” said Evans.


	At the 2005 induction ceremony, Ertegun recalled in his opening remarks, “It’s been twenty-five years since Suzan Evans walked into my office with a group of people asking me to form the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame. I chased them out of my office, but I eventually relented. I relented when I thought of the tremendous pleasure I’ve had listening to the various kinds of music subsumed under the general heading of rock ’n’ roll and of the many great musicians and singers that performed it and the fabulous people who inspired it.” 


	Ahmet’s position as founder and chairman of the hall of Fame was a role that could have been conceived by Hollywood’s Central Casting. Born in Turkey into a privileged family during the last days of the Ottoman Empire, class, gentility, and impeccable style seemed to be almost a birthright. Ertegun spent his teen years in Washington, DC, living in the Turkish embassy, where his father was the ambassador to the United States. Later, with a chauffeured limousine, he and his brother Nesuhi embedded themselves in the 1940s jazz community, hosting concerts and amassing an enormous record collection.


	Ertegun cofounded Atlantic in 1947 with a $10,000 loan from a Turkish dentist, and he was there at the dawn of rock ’n’ roll working closely with on-the-rise artists like LaVern Baker, Ray Charles, Professor Longhair, Ruth Brown, Big Joe Turner—and later with juggernauts like Cream, the Rolling Stones, and Led Zeppelin. 


	As a record executive, Ertegun was an anomaly. Many music men came from working class backgrounds and had thick Brooklyn accents. Ertegun, on the other hand, spoke six languages, and his friends included Mick Jagger, Eric Clapton, Henry Kissinger, Oscar de la Renta, and Jackie Onassis. Dapper and wickedly irreverent, he was always out late—but always arrived at the office the next day looking fresh in a crisp shirt and bespoke Savile Row suit.


	As it turns out, Ertegun was very fortunate to have been approached first about the hall of Fame—and to have instantly bonded with Suzan Evans. David Braun could have easily connected Brandwen and Evans with someone else—someone such as Clive Davis, who would have most certainly created something far more commercial and less oriented to the roots of rock ’n’ roll. Or Braun could have done nothing at all. “There were a lot of organizations that started in the hopes of honoring artists,” said Evans, “and they didn’t go anywhere.” There was, of course, no guarantee of success, but Ertegun’s participation and leadership encouraged participation from the entire industry. He had a magic touch.


	Ertegun wanted a prestigious board composed of influential leaders in the music industry. He gave Evans a list of suggestions, and then she would meet with candidates, giving presentations of her and Ertegun’s vision. Ertegun’s participation spoke volumes. “Of course, because of Ahmet’s involvement, everyone wanted to be a part of it,” said Evans.


	Label heads were a high priority for Ertegun; he needed the music industry’s buy-in from the outset. “One of Ahmet’s first ideas was to enlist Seymour Stein, then the President of Sire Records,” Evans remembered. The mercurial Stein, who started working at Billboard as a teenager, was already renowned in the music business for having signed Talking Heads, the Pretenders, Depeche Mode, the Ramones, and Madonna. 


	“Ahmet said, ‘We need to have that kid who runs Sire Records,’ ” Evans recalled. “I walked into Seymour’s office, and there was Madonna on the phone, sitting at somebody’s desk, wearing her black bra and red lipstick.” This is 1983. “I saw the quote ‘kid’ Seymour sitting behind his desk—at that time, he was probably forty-one years old. To Ahmet, who was sixty, he was a kid.” Stein, who was in awe of Ertegun, immediately signed on.


	 Initially, Ertegun thought he should invite Jann Wenner, the editor and publisher of Rolling Stone, to serve on the nominating committee, but then decided he should include him on the board as well. “That was a stroke of genius because Jann was such an energetic and brilliant force,” said Evans. “He was instrumental in the hall of Fame’s success.” 


	Evans also wanted a successful and highly respected music attorney on the board since they were good conduits to artists and labels and great networkers in general. “David Braun told me there were two choices, and then described the personalities of the top two music attorneys in New York,” said Evans. “When he described one as an affable, out-going, aggressive—yet well-liked—extrovert who knows everyone and who could get anyone to take his phone calls, I said, ‘he’s the one I want.’ His name? Allen Grubman”—none other than the legendary music-business dealmaker.



	On April 30, 1983, the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame Foundation was officially formed. Six people—Ertegun, Wenner, Stein, Evans, Grubman, and Ertegun’s long-time assistant and vice president of Atlantic Records, Noreen Woods—were the initial core group, meeting often to brainstorm and develop goals and guidelines for the hall of Fame. Ertegun organized a lunch at Pearl’s Chinese Restaurant in Midtown as an introductory meeting—the first time everyone sat in a room together to hear his concept and ideas for the hall. “Those early meetings were fun—we laughed so much as our camaraderie developed that Ahmet used to compare us to the Saturday Night Live cast,” recalled Evans. In between all of the jokes and guffaws, the group crafted a well-thought-out plan with no precedent. “We managed to put together a mandate and rules flexible enough to sustain over all these years.”


	As they started to organize the first few induction ceremonies, the core board grew to include Elektra Records’ Bob Krasnow, attorney Ben Needell (who was a voice of reason and common sense), Bruce Springsteen’s manager and producer Jon Landau, and, as more time passed, basically the entire leadership of the music industry. “It was one of the first times in the history of the industry when all of these competitors worked together on a labor of love,” Evans recalled. (One of the only other industry-wide efforts before the Rock Hall was the T.J. Martell Foundation, but that was largely a fundraising effort for leukemia and, later, AIDS research.) The hall of Fame was truly a collaborative endeavor. 


	Even though the team worked well together, they were certainly not all friends. Everyone had a big ego, everyone was wealthy, and there was always competition when signing new artists. When Atlantic and Elektra were courting Metallica, Bob told band members Lars Ulrich and James Hetfield that Atlantic was a piece of shit. Both labels were under Steve Ross’s ownership, and they weren’t allowed to compete against each other. Krasnow assumed that he would be fired for badmouthing Ertegun, so he called Steve Ross. According to Krasnow, Ross said, “I’m not getting involved.” Krasnow signed Metallica.


	 “Ahmet agreed that the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame was long overdue,” said Evans. He also felt passionately that it was essential to recognize the contributions of rock’s forefathers: country, gospel, R&B, and the blues. Ertegun also strongly believed that the hall of Fame needed to be done as a true not-for-profit, so that the artists would respect it as a legitimate and worthy organization. His intuition proved to be correct. 


	Ertegun assembled the board from his many friendships and business relationships, some of which went back to the 1950s, and these record producers, managers, agents, and label heads all gave the nascent organization much-needed legitimacy “for the purposes of recognizing the artists, composers, and producers who were responsible for making this music the most popular of all time—not only in America, the land of its birth, but all over the world,” Ertegun said. (The non-profit Rock and Roll Hall of Fame Foundation had already signed an agreement with Bruce Brandwen’s Black Tie Network to deliver a television show within five years.)


	Ertegun added influential historians and musicologists with expertise representing all genres of rock ’n’ roll to the nominating committee. The original committee included: Ertegun himself, Wenner, Stein, Bob Krasnow, journalist Robert Hilburn, Rolling Stone writer Kurt Loder, Ertegun’s former Atlantic Records partner Jerry Wexler, Bob Porter, John Hammond, disc jockey and author Norm M. Nite, Atlantic artist Nile Rodgers, and Ertegun’s brother, Nesuhi. While the nominating committee members had a deep knowledge of music and had witnessed history up close, it could also be described as an echo chamber of like-minded people—and they were all men.


	Jerry Wexler—a legend in the music business best-known for producing everyone from Aretha Franklin and Ray Charles to Dire Straits—called Suzan Evans the day before the first nominating committee meeting at the office of Atlantic Records. “Although he had agreed to serve on the committee, he told me that he wasn’t sure he could bring himself to attend the meeting at Atlantic, explaining that he hadn’t spoken to Ertegun in many years since they split up, and wasn’t sure he would feel comfortable walking into Atlantic’s offices again,” said Evans. “It was a long conversation, and I kept reassuring him that he would feel very welcomed and comfortable—and that because he was so highly respected in the industry, it was crucial to have his input and participation.” He finally agreed to attend. The next day, as soon as Jerry entered the boardroom, Ertegun gave him a big hug. “Jerry’s apprehension just vanished,” said Evans. Wexler thought it was an exciting meeting, and he became an influential and active member of the nominating committee for many years. 


	The committee made a slate of forty-one nominees, which was presented to the Rock Hall’s brand-new voting committee, comprising two hundred music historians, journalists, and industry insiders. Each of the artists in the inaugural class had to have released their first recording no later than 1960.


	Jann Wenner said, “The first meetings about who would be the first ten inductees had been filled with reminiscences and stories of how our lives had been blessed and shaped by them—making those decisions was an act of love as much as scholarship. Who were truly the founding fathers? Which early executives were significant? We chose Sam Phillips, who owned Sun Records, and Alan Freed, the DJ who coined the phrase rock ’n’ roll, loved it, played it, and brought it to the world.”


	Meanwhile, Ertegun had meetings and informal visits every day with both influential artists and—as we’ll soon see—politicians. “He would bring many of them down the hall to my office to introduce me,” recalled Evans. “And he often joked, ‘Maybe Suzan will induct you one day!’ I remember Mick Jagger responding in a theatrical voice, ‘Maybe I can be induced!’ ”


	There was a flood of creative juices flowing in those days amid Atlantic’s very talented A&R department. As someone without a music background, Evans learned and absorbed a lot from Ahmet, who would allow her to sit in his office as he listened to artists’ tapes at deafening volumes, assessing the quality of the recordings.


	Very soon, though, Wenner stepped up and became a driving force to propel the hall of Fame forward. He and Ertegun grandly reinvented the concept: Instead of a mere one-off TV special, they envisioned a museum in a small townhouse, a library, and an archive, and a lavish annual induction ceremony to properly honor the artists and raise money for this museum they envisioned, as well as for an endowment. “We thought that we would probably buy a brownstone somewhere in Manhattan and have a Hall of Fame with small exhibits and artifacts,” said Evans. 


	They understood that the musicians they were setting out to honor had created an extraordinary art form that changed culture and history and broke down barriers, and they should be given the respect and accolades they deserved. “In many cases, the artists who planted the seeds of rock ’n’ roll have received little recognition for their efforts,” said Ertegun. 


	But while Wenner was eager to take the lead, he was mindful of Ahmet, whom he worshipped. Wenner was hitting his stride in his forties, and Rolling Stone was reaching new peaks. The publication had been part of the cultural zeitgeist since the late 1960s and had been gaining more cultural currency with each passing year. Wenner had a brand-new Gulfstream jet to whisk him around to meetings while Ertegun had the finesse and the deft touch to bring people on board, and the two of them—through smarts and sheer force of personality—made a great team with overlapping skill sets. Their love for rock ’n’ roll was palpable, and they were confident that all of their sweat equity would soon pay off. 


	While the team was ramping up for the first induction ceremony, New York oldies disc jockey Norm N. Nite approached Ertegun with an outrageous idea: to build the Rock Hall’s museum in Cleveland. Yes, Cleveland. Nite, who had cut his radio teeth in the city, brought a contingent—and had $25 million ready from backers in Ohio. “We were blown away,” said Evans. “We weren’t expecting much, but the mayor of Cleveland, the governor of Ohio, and a well-known US congresswoman participated; their presentation was quite impressive. Noreen Woods passed me a note at the meeting that read, ‘Pack your bags. I think you’re moving to Cleveland!’ ” 


	“We said, you know what? This is really interesting that a major city would be interested in raising money to build a Hall of Fame,” said Evans.


	Then things went sideways.


	Stakeholders in Cleveland were hoping to lock up a deal and build the museum without any competition. It would be a clandestine operation, right under the noses of mayors and governors from across the country. 


	But then word traveled fast. The hall of Fame announced the first induction ceremony, and the press release stated that they were in talks with Cleveland to build a museum. Radio coverage and petitions followed, and when the news landed on the desks of politicians in other cities, Ertegun’s phone started ringing off the hook as he fielded offers from coast to coast—all of it a complete and utter surprise to everyone involved. “The board’s opinion was split at first on location,” recalled Evans. 


	Ahmet and his gang got cracking. In addition to Cleveland, according to Wenner, “We began visiting cities that had expressed interest in having a Hall of Fame: Philadelphia, Chicago, Memphis. . . . New York had shown almost no interest; they had more than enough museums, and the city was emerging from massive debt. The concept of a museum was barely on the radar.” Wenner preferred Philadelphia. “They offered us a Greek-columned building on the University of Pennsylvania’s campus,” he said.


	On October 4, 1985, Wenner, Grubman, Evans, Stein, Ben Needell, and others from the hall of Fame’s New York delegation boarded a chartered jet to Cleveland, where Mayor George Voinovich was waiting for them on the tarmac. At a red-carpet press conference, he and Ertegun spoke to a gaggle of journalists. Ertegun was presented with a key to the city and a petition signed by more than 750,000 people who wanted the hall of Fame built in Cleveland. 


	Cleveland—reviled at the time as the “Mistake on the Lake” (an unfair nickname, to be sure, but still)—was a bitter pill for the board to swallow, though they recognized it as the most sensible and pragmatic choice. There was a bunch of money already on the table. “No one on the board really wanted to be in Cleveland, once a dynamic big city—now best known for the Cuyahoga River catching on fire from its industrial waste,” said Wenner. 


	They had a bird in hand, and after Wenner and Ertegun concurred it was the best move, Stein, Grubman, and the others agreed. “The city obviously wanted us and offered us $25 million to build it,” said Wenner. The offer was quickly increased to $35 million. “Ahmet told us at the time he thought it would in the end cost $100 million, which it did.” 


	[image: image]


	While groundbreaking on the construction of the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame was still years away, on Thursday, January 23, 1986, New York City’s Waldorf Astoria was electric as 1,200 artists, their families, music industry insiders, and other guests arrived for the first-ever induction ceremony. Ertegun had envisioned an elegant affair. “Ahmet thought that the artists would really enjoy having it black-tie so it would reflect the specialness of the evening,” said Evans. The ceremony was held in the hotel’s gilded ballroom, which, in the past, had hosted Prince Rainier III of Monaco and Grace Kelly’s engagement party, an event for Queen Elizabeth II, and a birthday gala for President Kennedy. “I thought I’d seen everything, but now we’ve got rock ’n’ roll at the Waldorf,” said Quincy Jones.


	Though it was not a given that they would show up, every one of the living artists from the inaugural class were in attendance—Fats Domino, Ray Charles, Chuck Berry, James Brown, Jerry Lee Lewis, and the Everly Brothers. The one exception was Little Richard, who was recovering from injuries sustained in a car accident. 


	“We didn’t know how the evening was going to go,” recalled Evans. “Remember: Nobody knew what the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame was yet, so we all worked hard to get all the artists to show up and participate.” 


	The families of Elvis Presley, Buddy Holly, and Sam Cooke were there, too. Buy-in from the artists was outstanding from the outset, which was a testament to Ertegun. He was the most-respected record man on the planet, and he had the juice to get everyone to turn out.


	Ertegun stepped up to the podium to introduce the inaugural dinner: “Rock and roll has generally not been taken as seriously as popular art, but it is a direct outgrowth of American musical traditions, especially Black traditions, and because the artists who planted the seeds have received little recognition, those of us who know where this music came from have an obligation to acknowledge and honor them.” 


	There were vetted photographers and press, but no need for personal bodyguards. There was hired security for the evening, but there were so many possible entrances into the Waldorf that some people simply snuck into the room. 


	“We were very busy removing people who didn’t belong there,” said Evans. 


	Jann Wenner looked back on that first dinner and was struck by the significance of all the honorees attending the ceremony. “I wondered what hardscrabble guys like Little Richard, Chuck Berry, or Jerry Lee Lewis, who had never made big money off their talent, would feel like coming into a formal celebration in this place seeing their image on the wall being honored for their way of life.”


	The elephant in the room, of course: No women were inducted in the inaugural year. (Roberta Flack, who was there to induct Little Richard, recited a list of female artists that she hoped would be inducted in the future.) 


	Most of the artists knew each other, having spent days on the road together decades earlier. It was like a giddy high school reunion of men who grew up on the Chitlin’ Circuit, were hounded by Jim Crow, and endured the highs and lows of show business. The artists were deeply touched. It was a brand-new organization with no history, but that didn’t matter to them. 


	A few hours before the ceremony, Chuck Berry was sitting in the hotel’s coffee shop when Phil and Don Everly walked in. “Give me a hug!” Berry said. They hugged, and he continued, “Man—we came out there together.” 


	“No,” said Phil Everly, “we followed you out there. You kicked the door down.”


	The first artist inducted was Berry. Who better than Keith Richards to present the award to the Father of Rock & Roll? “It’s very difficult for me to talk about Chuck Berry,” Richards said, “because I’ve lifted every lick he ever played—this is the gentleman who started it all!” Chuck’s response: “Dyno-mite!”


	There were other poignant reunions: Keith Richards hung out with Don and Phil Everly for the first time in many years. Their connection was deep. The Rolling Stones had opened for the Everly Brothers during a UK tour in 1963, and it was then that Don Everly famously showed Keith his open tuning technique, which Richards adopted in the late ’60s, reinventing his entire sound and songwriting technique. (In 2018, I interviewed Richards about his guitars and playing style, and he talked in detail about Don and the open tunings that Don had shown him. More on that later.) Richards also reconnected with his idol and friend Jerry Lee Lewis. Keith always hangs photographs of “The Killer” in his dressing room when he’s on tour.


	A thousand-plus record business execs and their guests all stood on chairs and tables to witness what was essentially a private award ceremony. The jam session was a bit shambolic, but there was still space for great playing. “We were hoping to have a jam session at the end, but we didn’t know if that would happen or how it would happen,” recalled Evans. Bill Graham was instrumental in making the jam a reality, getting the artists up onstage. “It worked,” recalled Evans, “and everybody had a great time.” 


	Keith Richards ripped open his tuxedo jacket to reveal a leopard-skin-pattern shirt. Rented instruments from Studio Instrument Rentals (SIR) were handed out to everyone who wanted to play. Chuck Berry sang and got down on his back on the floor, gyrating in a slapstick fashion. He went through “Little Queenie,” “Roll Over Beethoven,” and “Johnny B. Goode”—a rock ’n’ roll hymnal—all penned by Berry. Julian Lennon joined in on vocals. Jerry Lee Lewis was right in the pocket, pounding the piano keys with his signature karate chop moves, and Richards was in top form, dropping in tight, succinct solos in the right places. Jerry Lee’s wingmen were Billy Joel and Steve Winwood, who played keyboards on “Gimme Some Lovin’, ” his 1967 hit with the Spencer Davis Group.


	The evening was an unabashed success. “It was the beginning of something huge. No one knew quite how important that first evening was, but the induction ceremony became an annual event that everyone looked forward to—the most cherished evening of the year for the music industry,” recalled Ertegun. Both Ertegun and Wenner realized that the hall of Fame concept was not only brilliant, but valuable, and they felt that they were the best custodians to honor the artists. At the ceremony, it was officially announced that the board had chosen Cleveland as the site to build the museum.


	After the jam session was over, Evans remembers changing into comfortable shoes and finishing up her work of closing down the room. As she walked out of the Waldorf, she heard applause and saw Wenner and his wife, Jane, with Ertegun and his wife, Mica. “They were applauding me as I was walking out of the hotel,” she recalled. She stayed and had drinks with them and rehashed the evening. “We were so excited that it had gone as well as it did. It exceeded our expectations, and it was a lot of fun.”


	From the outset, Ertegun made it clear that he wanted the Chinese architect I. M. Pei, one of the most famous architects in the world, to design the museum. His buildings included the Javits Center, the addition to the Louvre in Paris, the East Building of the National Gallery in Washington, and other iconic buildings. No other architects were considered. 


	There was one problem. Pei knew nothing about rock ’n’ roll whatsoever. Suzan Evans recalled, “He called me to say that his daughter asked him why we wanted him to design the museum; she told him that he was an old man who didn’t know anything about rock ’n’ roll. ‘Those are fighting words,’ he said to me.” 


	So Ahmet and Jann happily took it upon themselves to give the architect a crash course that could inspire him to design a building that was worthy of the music. “We set out to teach him about rock ’n’ roll, sending him books and taking him to concerts,” recalled Evans. Ertegun and Wenner and their wives took Pei and his wife, Eileen, on an educational tour to Memphis and New Orleans, along with Evans and Seymour Stein. “It was quite a bonding experience for all of us.”


	The group toured Graceland and then went on to New Orleans, where they visited Cosmo’s Factory and Tipitina’s, where Wenner and Ertegun proceeded to get drunk. (The wives were upset.) Of course, Ertegun knew everyone in town, and they rolled out the red carpet. 


	After returning to New York, Pei, clearly absorbing what he had seen and heard, called Evans and said, “I’ve got it! Rock and roll is about energy! That’s what the building I design will reflect—energy!”


	[image: image]


	Twenty-two artists were inducted at the second annual induction ceremony held on January 1, 1987: the most ever in one evening. The nominating committee was playing catch-up; there were so many worthy artists, and the board wanted to clear the decks as quickly as possible, knowing that, in the following year, there would be a paradigm shift as the more limited but foundational music of the ’50s would be eclipsed by the ’60s juggernauts, beginning with the Beatles and Bob Dylan.


	Chuck Berry was back again, as was Keith Richards. In the early days, board members would stand on the side of the stage to watch the action. Bruce Springsteen, Roy Orbison, John Fogerty, Jerry Leiber, and Chuck Berry were all up there jamming. Berry looked over and saw Evans on the sidelines. “I don’t like attention, and Chuck looked at me and said, ‘We’re gonna have some fun now.’ ” Then he scooped Evans up and started swinging her around in her ball gown. “I was mortified,” she said. A photograph capturing this moment was taken by famed photographer Ron Galella, and it’s one of the most memorable images from the early ceremonies.


	That night, the Coasters, Eddie Cochran, Bo Diddley, Marvin Gaye, Bill Haley, B.B. King, Clyde McPhatter, Rick Nelson, Roy Orbison, Carl Perkins, Smokey Robinson, Big Joe Turner, Muddy Waters, Jackie Wilson, and Aretha Franklin were inducted. With Franklin being the only woman honored, the nominating committee was making it clear that gender diversity wasn’t a consideration: Many worthy women, including Tina Turner, Ruth Brown, LaVern Baker, the Supremes, Gladys Knight, Mary Wells, and Esther Phillips, were nominated that year but didn’t make the cut. (As of this writing, all but Wells and Phillips have been inducted.) 


	[image: image]


	In just a couple years, the induction ceremony had become a highly respected event. The presenters for each inductee were very carefully selected, and the board had to be certain that whoever was making the presentation was well respected and somehow influenced by that inductee. “So that it was an honor going both ways—for the inductee and for the presenter,” said Evans.


	Ertegun was adamant that the show should not be televised—a strategy that worked at the beginning. “The fact that we refused to do a television show for many years really built the prestige of the organization,” said Evans. “The artists bought into it because they realized what an honor it was—and that it was not an excuse for some television show. Years later, it was the artists themselves who came to the board and said the evening should be shared with the public.” Ultimately, said Evans, “it was too special to keep private.”


	The third ceremony, held on January 20, 1988, ushered in 1960s artists including the Beatles, Bob Dylan, the Beach Boys, and the Supremes. An early hallmark of the induction ceremonies, though, has always been drama—discord, rifts, and lawsuits between many of the groups being honored—and this year was no exception: Paul McCartney—mired in a lawsuit with his former bandmates and Yoko Ono—was a no-show, as was Diana Ross (she had recently had a baby and had fallen out with fellow Supreme Mary Wilson). The Beach Boys had endured endless internal strife—from Brian Wilson’s revolving door exits from the band to the tragic death of his brother Dennis Wilson—and were now embroiled in a decades-long legal battle over that usual inter-band problem of who really owns their name and the work they did together. (It wasn’t until 2008 that the legal skirmishes were resolved.)


	Creative partners from bands were being honored, but not all of them were on speaking terms. “I’d get a call from one saying, ‘I won’t get up onstage with him, he’s crazy,’ ” recalled Evans. Then, when the night came, everybody kind of rose to the occasion because of the gravitas of the event. “This wasn’t like a Grammys, where you’re voted for the best album of one year,” said Evans. But while the honors at hand seemed to impart a certain degree of civility to the proceedings, there were still plenty of antics.


	Elton John and his then-wife, Renate Blauel, along with his songwriting partner Bernie Taupin, were making their way to their table when they realized that George Harrison had given one of their seats to Bob Dylan. Elton went ballistic, abruptly left the scene, and headed back to his hotel suite. At a nearby table, Mick Jagger was seated with Little Richard and his entourage—but alas, the hotel’s waiters had been bumping into them again and again while carrying oversized platters of food, so the Jagger–Little Richard crew eventually joined Elton and his crew upstairs in Elton’s suite as the ceremony began. The job of herding them all back to the proceedings eventually fell to a Beatle, Ringo Starr, who ran upstairs to collect everyone. Elton John pulled the same thing years later.


	Something was also up with Beach Boy Mike Love that night. Accepting honors on the stage, he was—there seems no other way to say it—unhinged, and called out Mick Jagger, saying he was “chicken shit” for not coming onstage to perform. 


	Later in the ceremony, when it was time for Bob Dylan to accept his award, the love started to flow more freely when Dylan said, “I’d like to thank a couple of people who are here tonight who helped me out a great deal coming up: Little Richard, who’s sitting over there—I don’t think I would have even started out without listening to Little Richard. And Alan Lomax, who is over there somewhere too. I spent many nights in his apartment house visiting and meeting all kinds of folk music people who I never would have come in contact with.” It was slightly surreal to see Dylan depart from his typical cryptic and detached demeanor and speak from a place that seemed unapologetically heartfelt and nostalgic. 


	And then, winding up, Dylan said, “And I want to thank Mike Love for not mentioning me.”


	Mick Jagger was on hand to induct the Beatles: “We were doing Chuck Berry songs and blues and things, and we thought that we were totally unique animals. And then we heard there was a group from Liverpool, and they had long hair and scruffy clothes—but they had a recording contract. And they had a record on the charts with a bluesy harmonica on it called ‘Love Me Do.’ ” When he heard the combination of all those things, Jagger said, “I was almost sick . . . we were playing a little club in Richmond, and suddenly they were right in front of me. The Fab Four! John, Paul, George, and Ringo—the four-headed monster. They never went anywhere alone at this point, and they all had these beautiful long, black leather trench coats. I could really die for one of those and I thought, Even if I have to learn to write songs, I’m gonna get this. We went through some pretty strange times. We had a lot of rivalry in those early years, and a little bit of friction, but we always ended up friends, and I’d like to think we still are because they were some of the greatest times of our lives.”
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