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When Vintage Rock heard the sad 
news about TV supremo Jack 
Good’s death, I went back to read 
some of his old interviews. Good 
had a superbly clear vision of 
rock’n’roll and the songs his TV 
shows should feature – short, 
sharp, exciting, bam!… and on to 
the next. And that next record was 

pretty much the same thing (but different!) all over 
again. It was a style he forged for his TV shows like Oh 
Boy! and Shindig!, and an ethos he’d undoubtedly 
absorbed from early rockabilly. 

The best rock’n’roll is about quickfi re thrills… and the 
early classic records by Elvis Presley, Gene Vincent, Eddie 
Cochran, Wanda Jackson et al are all brilliant in the 
brevity. There are plenty of people who argue that “real” 
rockabilly only really existed for a few years – Elvis “lost 
it” after 1957: discuss! – but even if that’s the case, it 
threw up a wildly vivid spread of music. And don’t just 
focus on our featured Top 10 Heroes; there are some 
absolute gems in our Top 20 One-Shot Wonders.

Elsewhere, we look at another superbly brief explosion 
– Jerry Lee Lewis’s Live At The Star-Club, Hamburg 
album is just 22 minutes long but no weaker for it. Have 
fun reading it all – we can guarantee it will take you a 
bit more than a few hours just to appreciate all the 
good stuff.

And speaking of Good stuff, we’ll have a full tribute 
to Jack Good in the next issue of Vintage Rock. As news 
of his death broke, we decided we didn’t have the space 
this time around to do him justice. Sometimes, even 
in rock’n’roll, the best stories deserve time and space 
to be told…  

Michael Leonard
Editor
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The Wonder 
Of Wanda
Rockabilly legend and country 
pioneer Wanda Jackson publishes 
her autobiography in November.

If you’re not already aware, the Wanda Jackson story is 
a quite incredible tale and one that she recounts in her 
new autobiography Every Night Is Saturday Night: A 

Country Girl’s Journey To The Rock And Roll Hall Of Fame. 
The Preface to the book opens with her falling asleep as her 
daddy ferries her from show to show with a fellow teen hopeful... 
“As soon as he saw it, Daddy would pull over and tell me to get 
in the backseat,” she writes. “‘If you’re tired,’ he’d say, ‘you can 
stretch out and get some good rest back there. WANDA! I’m 
sure Elvis doesn’t need you leaning all over him. We want our 
passengers to be comfortable, don’t we?”

Not long after giving a young buck called Elvis Presley rides to 
shows, Jackson made even more of an impression. “Every teenage 
girl liked his music. But I liked being around him. I liked the way 
he made me feel. And he liked me, too. Soon after, he would give 
me his ring and ask me to be his girl.”

So the story accelerates through Jackson’s own fast-exploding 
rock’n’roll career: her hits, 40-plus albums, her principled refusal 
to play the Grand Ole Opry. She is a true American icon or, as Bob 
Dylan puts it in the book, “an atomic fi reball of a lady.”

As Elvis Costello writes in his Foreword: “That it took a few 
years for Wanda Jackson to be inducted into the Rock and Roll 
Hall of Fame was a disgrace that once cast a shadow of credibility 
over that little boys’ club. She’s in there now where she belongs, 
having broken down a fair few doors along the way, and rolling 
out the red carpet for young women with guitars who may not 
even know her name.”

 Every Night Is Saturday Night... is a must-read and is out 
on 14 November via BMG Books. 

In Every Night Is Saturday 
Night: A Country Girl’s 
Journey To The Rock And 
Roll Hall Of Fame, Wanda 
Jackson tells her own 
remarkable story

6 VINTAGE ROCK
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If you’re a fan of vintage-style intro twang and The Shadows in particular, look 
out for Boxing The Shadows a new 11CD boxset that explores The Shadows’ 
decade-long association with Polydor Records.

Focussing on the group’s output from 1980 to 1990, Boxing The Shadows covers 
some of The Shadows’ most successful years and includes the popular Moonlight 

Shadows and Simply Shadows. Presented in an oversized hardcover book 
(7" x 7"), the set features 11 discs (some with bonus tracks), each slotting 

into its own reproduced mini-album ‘sleeve’. 
Extensive sleeve notes, written by broadcaster Mike Read, includes 

elements from recently conducted interviews If you bag a limited 
edition, you get a 6" x 6" black and white photograph signed by the 
band. These are exclusive to Amazon UK and limited to 1,000 units. 

Boxing The Shadows (1980-1990) is released on 3 November via Edsel.

If you’re a fan of vintage-style intro twang and The Shadows in particular, look 
Boxing The Shadows

decade-long association with Polydor Records.
Focussing on the group’s output from 1980 to 1990, 

some of The Shadows’ most successful years and includes the popular 
Shadows

(7" x 7"), the set features 11 discs (some with bonus tracks), each slotting 
into its own reproduced mini-album ‘sleeve’. 

elements from recently conducted interviews If you bag a limited 
edition, you get a 6" x 6" black and white photograph signed by the 
band. These are exclusive to Amazon UK and limited to 1,000 units. 

Boxing The Shadows

If you’re a fan of vintage-style intro twang and The Shadows in particular, look 
out for Boxing The Shadows
decade-long association with Polydor Records.

Focussing on the group’s output from 1980 to 1990, 
some of The Shadows’ most successful years and includes the popular 

Shadows
(7" x 7"), the set features 11 discs (some with bonus tracks), each slotting 

into its own reproduced mini-album ‘sleeve’. 

elements from recently conducted interviews If you bag a limited 
edition, you get a 6" x 6" black and white photograph signed by the 
band. These are exclusive to Amazon UK and limited to 1,000 units. 

Boxing The Shadows

 Buddy Holly And The 
Cricketers, will  be 

backed by The English 
Rock and Roll 

Orchestra  for a series 
of special UK shows

March 2018 is the 60th 
anniversary of Buddy 
Holly’s only ever tour of 

the UK. And the UK’s “fi rst and best-
loved Buddy Holly act”, Buddy Holly And 
The Cricketers, will revisits some of the 
same venues on the same dates with a 
special show backed by The English Rock 
and Roll Orchestra.

The Buddy Holly And The Cricketers 
show has been going itself for 25 years 

now, and was endorsed as Britain’s most 
popular Buddy Holly act when the boys 
guested on BBC One’s Saturday night live 
programme, The One And Only, hosted 
by Graham Norton. 

The English Rock and Roll Orchestra 
feature some of the country’s fi nest 
classical musicians, many of whom 
are multi-instrumentalists, and this 
departure from their usual repertoire lets 
them indulge their love of rock’n’roll.

SHADOWS IN THE SPOTLIGHT

Not Fading Away! 
Buddy Holly tribute act to revisit original venues in 
2018 for landmark “1958” UK tour

GO BUDDY GO!
Vintage Rock asked “Buddy Holly” some 
questions about playing the part...

What’s your favourite track to play?
It changes all the time! Currently, it’s 
True Love Ways.

What’s the hardest track to play 
or sing, and why?
By now, I guess nothing is really hard 
for us. Some of the trickier guitar parts 
in songs like It’s So Easy and Down The 
Line took longer to master. Also, as the 
tour wears on, with colds more likely, 
some of the high or raucous number can 
prove a little more challenging! I’m sure 
we'll be fi ne though.

What, in your words, is the ongoing 
appeal of Buddy’s music?
It’s all about being young, falling in love, 
falling out of love and the joy, pain and 
heartache of those experiences. The 
tunes are timeless, the words heartfelt 
and the songs still sound as fresh as when 
he recorded them.

Can you say anything yet about 
surprises that playing with the 
orchestra will bring?
It will give us the opportunity to play 
some different numbers... we’re really 
looking forward to enriching the 
essential sound of Buddy Holly And 
The Cricketers with a bigger orchestral 
sound. I can’t say anything about 
surprises, otherwise they wouldn’t be 
surprises, would they? I know that our 
audiences are in for some real treats, 
though – they’ll hear Buddy’s music in a 
way they never have before.
Visit www.simonfi elder.com
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STAX CELEBRATES 60
You may have seen the BBC’s September broadcast 

of the 50th anniversary show of the first Stax/Volt 
Revue at London’s Royal Albert Hall. To tie-in with 

the anniversary, a new boxset called Soulsville USA: A 
Celebration Of Stax has been released.

The 60-track 3CD compilation spans the early-60s through to 
the mid-70s, and features the stars who created the “Memphis 
Sound”, including Otis Redding, Isaac Hayes, The Staple 
Singers, Booker T & The MG’s, William Bell, Carla Thomas, Sam 
& Dave and The Dramatics, among many others. The September 
concert featured some of the label’s greatest surviving artists, 
including Booker T Jones and Sam Moore, William Bell, Eddie 
Floyd and Steve Cropper, as well as numerous guests. Stax 
began in Memphis in 1957, originally named Satellite Records, 
and dedicated to country and rockabilly records. But it soon 
became an R&B powerhouse, a much grittier concern than its 

Detroit peer/rival 
Motown, and 
launched numerous 
artists who zig-
zagged the soul,  
pop and rock’n’roll 
landscape. Soulsville 
USA opens with  
The Veltones’ 1959 
doo-wop hit Fool  
In Love and closes 
with Shirley Brown’s 
1974 hit Woman  
To Woman.

JACK GOOD 
1931-2017
Just before this issue of Vintage 

Rock went to press, we were 
saddened to hear of the death 

of Jack Good, the pioneering TV and 
music producer. Good was the brains 
behind Six-Five Special, Oh Boy!, Wham! 
and Boy Meets Girls, and was responsible 
for the first TV appearances of Marty 
Wilde, Joe Brown, Cliff Richard, The 
Shadows, Adam Faith, Billy Fury and 
many more. He was also responsible 
for bringing Brenda Lee, Johnny Cash, 
Eddie Cochran, Gene Vincent and other 
American stars to the UK, and was 
so highly regarded that American TV 
recruited him for the creation of ABC’s 
Shindig!. He got on so well with Elvis that 
Presley cast Good in his movie, Clambake, 
and Good also co-conceived and directed 
Elvis, the musical.

There will be a full feature paying 
tribute to Jack Good in the next issue  
of Vintage Rock.

ALL MAMA’S CHILDREN

Associates talk Presley at the Elvis 
Festival in Great Yarmouth. Douglas 
McPherson reports...

If you want the 
inside story on 
Elvis and Colonel 

Parker, look no further 
than the “Memphis 
Mafiosi”, guest stars 
at this year’s Elvis 
Festival in Great 
Yarmouth. Featuring 
Dick Grob (Presley’s 

head of security from 1970), Charles Stone (his tour 
manager from the late-60s), and Greg McDonald (who 
worked for the Colonel for 27 years). The trio shared 
plenty of anecdotes, including the day Elvis spotted a 
street fight, leapt from his limo in his sequined jumpsuit 
and ordered the brawlers to break it up and shake hands.

The three stressed that The Colonel wasn’t the 
pantomime villain of popular perception. “The Colonel 
had an act of his own and it was mostly a put on,” said 
McDonald.  Grob added: “The people who wrote the 
books weren’t there... and the ones who were there knew 
they had to lie to sell books.”

Next issue: Elvis And The Colonel – Debunking the 
Myths. Our exclusive interviews with Charles Stone and 
Greg McDonald about their lives with Presley and Parker.

All The King’s Men

Dick Grob, Greg McDonald and Charles 
Stone at this year’s Elvis Festival in  
Great Yarmouth

Gene Vincent pictured with TV 
producer Jack Good on ATV’s 

Boy Meets Girls in 1960 
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Sonny Burgess (see 
full tribute on page 
68) was not only 

a rockabilly legend 
but a well-known and 
ever-friendly fi gure at 
the UK’s Wildest Cats 
In Town Weekenders. In 
his own personal tribute, 
Wildest Cats organiser Ritchie 
Gee writes: Sonny played for 
me many times at the Tennessee 
rock’n’roll club in London and, of 
course, at The Wildest Cats In Town 
weekends, along with the other band-
members of The Pacers, Kerr Kennedy on 
piano and Bobby Crafford on drums.

Sonny just missed out on playing for us 
again this year, as he was taken ill on the 
very day he was leaving the USA with Bobby 
Crafford. A few weeks after that, I heard how 
Sonny was feeling a bit better but he then 
fell over and broke some bones in his back 
and was in hospital for three weeks. Doctors 
told Bobby that Sonny had fl uid in his lungs... 
Bobby went home only to later receive that 
dreaded phone call to say that Sonny had 
passed away.

I’ll share just one of many memories of 
Sonny. At a Wildest Cats in Town Weekend 
a few years back, I fl ew all three of them 
(Sonny, Bobby and Kerr) in by helicopter and 
they landed at the Royal Green in Lowestoft 
to receive a heroes welcome from over 1,500 
fans. I had hired an old 50s London bus to 
take them from the Royal Green to Pontins. 
Sonny said to me: “Ritchie, this is the best 
arrival we have ever had in our lives, they 
don’t even do this in the USA.”

I remember once telling Sonny a story 
about Mac Curtis. When Mac had played at 

the Wildest Cats, he gave me his 
jumper and I said to Sonny: 

“Every time I put Mac’s 
jumper on, I start singing 
one of his songs, If I Had 
Me A Woman..” Well, last 
time Sonny played for us 

at the Wildest Cats, we were 
walking from the restaurant to 

the ballroom and he said: “Ritchie, 
do you like my shirt?” It was a 
fantastic Western-style black 
shirt with white piping and red 
embroidery on the front and back. 

Sonny told me that he’d had the shirt a long 
time and that it was one of his favourites. 
He took off his jacket and then the shirt and 
before handing it to me. Standing there, in 
his white vest, he said: “Ritchie, I can’t have 
Mac Curtis getting one better than me, can 
I? When you put my shirt on now you’ll be 
singing Red Headed Woman.”

I still remember buying Sonny’s fi rst 
Sun record, 1956’s We Wanna Boogie with 
Redheaded Woman on the other side, over 
45 years ago. I remember when I fi rst played 
it and thinking how it had to be the rawest, 
wildest (they say drunken-est!) and best 
double-sided Sun single in the world. Just 
listen to the piano, drums, the trumpet, 
double bass and, of course, Sonny singing 
and playing lead guitar. Listen to the band, 
screaming and shouting in the background 
on that record – you would never get away 
with that recording back in 1956 anywhere 
else in the world... but you could at the Sun 
Studios  with Sam Phillips.

Our condolences go to Sonny’s family and 
all his friends. He will be greatly missed.

Sonny Burgess RIP
Visit www.Tennesseeclub.net

Sonny Burgess
By Wildest Cats Weekender’s Ritchie Gee

A Tribute 5 CULT 
ROCKABILLY 
CUTS FOR 
HALLOWEEN
Just when rockabilly got obsessed by scary 
songs and sinister swagger is hard to 
pinpoint... but we do at least know it does 
it very well. If you’re poppin’ a rock’n’roll 
themed Halloween party this year (and of 
course you are), then why not ditch the 
Monster Mash for once and spin these 
spooky tracks?

THE SIROCCO BROS 
THE SKULL
Maximum twang 
lo-fi-and-loud voodoo 
from mystery band The 

Sirocco Bros, who keep releasing records (on 
Rollin’ Records) but don’t seem to have ever 
played a gig. Don’t like it? Play their I Put A 
Hex On You instead. Or The Witch. Or Devil’s 
Guitar. You get the picture.

THE POLECATS 
BLACK MAGIC
Yelping neo-’billy from 
81, with spangling twang 
guitar from Boz Boorer. 

Read more about The Polecats’ debut album 
Polecats Are Go! on page 52.

KIM LENZ 
ZOMBIE FOR 
YOUR LOVE
The estimable Kim Lenz 
comes good on this 

sinister cut. There’s even a great B-Movie style 
video that apes Thriller – Kim Lenz. Zombies. 
Halloween. Oh no, her hand’s fallen off... It’s 
impossible to dislike. 

TERRY TEENE 
CURSE OF THE HEARSE
Terry Teene was just one 
of (apparently) 70 
different names used by 

Terence Blaine Knutson. But Teene was also 
a friend of Buddy Holly, and even recorded 
with Norman Petty. Teene also had a second 
parallel career as a clown, performing under 
the names of ToBo The Clown and Clownzo. 
Teene/Knutson’s dad was called Kermit. 
Fabulously weird.

KIP TYLER & THE 
FLIPS
SHE’S MY WITCH
Fantastical sleaze-a-billy 
that invents The 

Cramps... but in 1958! Somewhat strangely, it 
also marks the first recorded performance of 
The Beach Boys’ Bruce Johnston. It’s not fun 
fun fun, though.

Wildest Cats   
organiser Ritchie Gee 
with the late-great 
Sonny Burgess

VR COVER ARTIST SET FOR 
LINK WRAY COVERS ACT
If you like this issue’s cover art by the rockin’ scene’s renowned artist Vince Ray, be 

sure to check out his music too. “I’m lucky enough to live in a town with a great music 
scene,” says Vince, “and Hastings will see the fi rst Frightwave gig on 29 October in 

Hastings, where we’ll be unveiling a new band called Link Bat And The Bat Rays. This is a 
Link Wray tribute band with our own twist, plus there’s plenty of action on the gig front for the 

Loser Machine, my duo. New recordings are being fi nished for a release with Rockin’ Records, plus we’re setting up a new 
label called Rock N Roll Murder to handle our releases. Plus I’ll be collaborating on some recordings with Sonny West... if 
he can stop me drooling on his collection of vintage Gretsch guitars. His house is a museum to old guitars and amps, and 
he holds what is probably the worlds largest collection of Gretsch 6120s and White Falcons. Oh I do like to be beside the 
seaside!” For more on Loser Machine’s rock’n’roll antics, go to facebook.com/vincerayslosermachine
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12 VINTAGE ROCK

V inyl can be an appreciating asset, so it’s wise to keep an eye on the market when 
it comes to your rarer records. This month we lay fi ve rare rockabilly 45s before 

the good folks at www.omegaauctions.co.uk…

SWEET LOVE C/W IF I HAD A NICKEL FOR 
EVERY TIME YOUR UNTRUE (DIXE 45-662)
ORANGIE RAY HUBBARD 
Very few copies exist of this double-
headed monster from the groover hailing 
from Barbourville, KY.  Check out that 
fuzzy guitar work on Sweet Love.
 MINT VALUE: £4,000

DOWN AT BIG MAMA’S HOUSE 
(RHYTHM RECORDS 303)
REX HALE AND HIS RHYTHM MASTERS
Everybody’s rockin’ down to big Mama’s 
House! Yes indeedy, this great shaker will 
get the fl oor bouncing – but the original 
does come at a signifi cant cost! 
MINT VALUE: £2,500

VAMPIRA (JACKPOT 48010)
BOBBY BARE
Another corker from 1958, this early 
release (screams and all) from Bobby Bare 
pre-dates his RCA Victor recordings, and 
once more, very few copies are thought to 
still exist… 
MINT VALUE: £2,500

RARE  RECORDS C A L E N D A R 
O F  E V E N T S

LET’S ROCK TONIGHT (MACK MR 468/469)
JIMMY GRUBBS
Another killer double header c/w (It’s 
My Fault) You’re Gone – both penned by 
Jimmy with his Music Makers in 1958. 
He may not drive a Cadillac or have long 
sideburns, but he sure could rock! 
MINT VALUE: £1,500

SHE’S MINE C/W CHICKEN WALK (AIR 5045) 
HASIL ADKINS
Strutting his stuff here is Hasil Adkins 
with his happy guitar! A genuine 
American primitive, the original cut 
was released on Air Records in 1962 – 
make sure to check out Norton Records 
compilations of his work.  
MINT VALUE: £1,000

RARE  RECORDSRock‘N’Roll

Amazing Jive 
Weekend 
27-29 OCTOBER 2017 
FEATURING Firebirds, The Jets, 
Unconditionals, Earl Jackson Band, 
Rock-a-toons, Dough Boys and 
Jive Street
VENUE Beverley Park Holiday Centre, 

Goodrington Road, Paignton
ADMISSION From £128
BOOKING www.yesterdayoncemore.co.uk

Anglo American 
Rock ’n’ Roll 
Heritage Show #2 
29 OCTOBER 2017 
FEATURING Tommy Hunt, 
Zoot Money, Velvet Candles, Earl 
Jackson, Ray Phillips and  Tales 

From The Woods Band
VENUE 100 Club, Oxford Street, London
ADMISSION £25/£28/£30
BOOKING www.wegottickets.com/100club/event/409766

Rockers Revival
4 NOVEMBER 2017
FEATURING Crazy Cavan And The 
Rhythm Rockers, The Spunyboys 
[from France], The Jets and 
The Runawayz
VENUE Harrow Leisure Centre, 
Harrow

ADMISSION £20 adv, £25 on the door
BOOKING Email rockersrevival@mail.com or call 07760 727874

Rhythm Riot
9-13 NOVEMBER 
FEATURING 26 bands including...
Gizzelle & her US Band, The Starjays, 
The Unholy 4, The Lonely Blue Boys, 
The Vargas Brothers, Virginia Brown  
and many more.
VENUE Pontins Holiday Centre, 

Camber, Sussex TN31 7RL
ADMISSION Prices start from £105 per person 
BOOKING www.rhythmriot.com

The Wildest Cats In 
Town Xmas Party
24-27 NOVEMBER 
FEATURING Linda Gail Lewis, Marty 
Wilde, Si Cranstoun, Darrel Higham, 
Lucas And The Dynamos, The 
Spunyboys, The Jets, Danny Reno, 
Johnnie Fox And The Hunters, 

Lennebrothers Band, Cliff And The Cavaliers, Fireballs, Andy 
Williams, Porky’s New Hot Rockin, Bobcats and Kingcats
VENUE Pontins , Lowestoft
ADMISSION From £159
BOOKING www.tennesseeclub.net
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LEGENDS
OF ROCK

considering some of the 
ridiculous names some of 
the singers were called 
at that time.

What did you record?
The A&R man at Decca played me a song, 
and told me it wasn’t going to be released 
in Britain. It was my fi rst record, Will You 
Still Love Me Tomorrow. It was a huge 
hit for the Shirelles. Mine was a fl op. 

How did you know you had made it?
I’d cut a couple of records and had a day 
job in a piano shop and went down the 
road to buy my copy of the New Musical 
Express and found my record, A Tribute 
To Buddy Holly, was in the charts... I 
thought, if I’m going to be a star, I had 
better start to twinkle.

Where did A Tribute To Buddy Holly 
come from?
It was written by Geoff Goddard, a 
brilliant writer and musician. Joe Meek 
had a tin ear, but Geoff knew what he was 
doing. I had two more hits, Don’t You 
Think It’s Time, which made the Top 10, 
and My Little Baby, all with The Outlaws.

You  had 
some 
success in 
mainland 
Europe as 
well?
Yes, 
particularly 
in the 
Netherlands 
and Belgium. 
A Dutch 
record label, 

Sixties survivor, rocker, sitcom 
star, and a man who had to wait 
the best part of 20 years between 

hit records, Mike Berry remains one of 
the most popular acts on the theatre 
circuit. His mop of hair, slim build and 
sharp sense of humour belie his 70-plus 
summers, and not only does Berry have no 
plans to retire, but he talks enthusiastically 
about his musical future.

How did you start out in the music?
I loved singing, particularly Buddy Holly 
songs as he was my favourite. I used to 
sing in the local park when I was  a kid. 
I walked into the Downbeat Club, above 
a pub called The Manor House, and told 
the man on the door I wanted to sing. 
Amazingly, he let me, and as I recall  I 
sang Buddy Holly’s Think It Over and the 
audience clapped. I loved it.
 
What happened next? 
Me and some mates formed a skiffl e group 
called The Rebels. Joe Meek became my 
producer and manager, and he put me with 
a band originally called The Stormers, and 
named me Mike Berry, and the group The 
Outlaws. I was lucky he chose that name 

Pink Elephant, released my take 
on Billy Swan's arrangement of  Don’t Be 
Cruel  (1975), and then I re-cut A Tribute 
To Buddy Holly (the same year), which 
became a No. 2 hit in that market.

What did you do after the hits dried up?
I was still singing, but I was signed up as 
a model by an agency, and for 10 years I 
made lots of money doing that. I was also 
asked to do some advertisements, including 
television, and the director of one of those 
ads offered me a part in a new series called 
Worzel Gummidge. That led on to a part in 
the sitcom Are You Being Served?  I loved 
that, John Inman was far funnier in person 
than he was in the show.

And you still managed another big hit..
Yes, I remained friendly with Chas Hodges 
from The Outlaws, and he produced The 
Sunshine Of Your Smile, a very old song 
that turned into a hit.

What of the future?
I did a rockabilly set last year with a 
talented guitarist named John Spenceley 
which I enjoyed. We’re talking about 
forming a new band. Then, of course, 
there’s the theatre tours with Marty Wilde, 
I’m on the road now! 

Mike Berry is on tour in the UK with 
Marty Wilde, Mark Wynter, Eden 
Kane and The Wildcats on The Solid 
Gold Rock’n’Roll Show throughout 
October and November.

MIKE BERRY
He remains one of the most sought 
after rock’n’rollers around and when 
Vintage Rock catches up with Mike 
Berry he is looking forward to The 
Solid Gold Rock ’N’ Roll Show 2017
W O R D S  B Y  J O H N  H O W A R D
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Academy Events present

TICKETMASTER.CO.UK & ALL USUAL AGENTS

Elvis’s legendary band featuring JAMES BURTON, America’s living guitar legend

America’s Greatest Living Guitar Legend

JAMES BURTON
with

RONNIE TUTT
(Drums)

and
GLEN D. HARDIN

(Piano, Keyboards)
plus

Elvis’s Original Gospel Choir
THE IMPERIALS

(1969-73)
featuring

TERRY BLACKWOOD
with

DENNIS JALE

THU 25 JAN 2018 BIRMINGHAM TOWN HALL
FRI 26 JAN 2018 LONDON O2 SHEPHERDS BUSH EMPIRE

SAT 27 JAN 2018 BUXTON OPERA HOUSE

THEELVISLEGENDSRETURN

in association with Imagine This and the MJR Group presents

presents

WITH FULL LIVE BAND

CASHBANDLONDON.CO.UK

FEBRUARY 2018
SAT
SAT
FRI
SAT
SAT

03
10
16
17
24

LIVERPOOL O2 ACADEMY2
OXFORD O2 ACADEMY2
BIRMINGHAM O2 ACADEMY3
SHEFFIELD O2 ACADEMY2
LONDON O2 ACADEMY2
ISLINGTON

MARCH 2018
FRI
JUNE 2018
FRI
SAT

02

01
02

BRISTOL O2 ACADEMY

NEWCASTLE O2 ACADEMY2
GLASGOW O2 ABC2

PAYIN’ RESPECT TO THE MAN IN BLACK



covers. Nobody wants to keep regurgitating 
numbers that Little Walter and Muddy 
Waters have done because they can’t be 
bettered. It struck me that if you have to 
stick to certain rhythms and patterns, as you 
have to with rock’n’roll and blues, then the 
thing to do was spend a bit more time on 
the lyrics. When people began to genuinely 
laugh out loud at some of the material I was 
writing, I thought this is great.

Are the songs of matrimonial woe on 
Secret Of My Success a reflection of  
your love life?
Ha, ha! That’s the acting side of me coming 
out. My wife and I have been together for 
about 40 years, but on stage I like to say 
things like, ‘This one is dedicated to my  
third wife – unfortunately she’s still alive!’ 
I’m really drawn to the side of R&B that 
includes people like Screamin’ Jay Hawkins 
and Louis Jordan – no one today writes 
funny songs like that. To me, the blues 
scene is dominated by rock guitarists and 
everything is very po-faced, in the UK at 
least anyway.
 
What was your best ever gig?
We were very surprised and humbled to 
play a massive blues festival in Lithuania 
where about 10,000 people turned up, and 
most of them young people.

According to main man Mike 
Thomas, the Cadillac Kings 
are “a blues band liked by 

a non-blues audience”. Their almost 
exclusively up-tempo music and 
humorous lyrics have made them equally 
loved by swing, jive, R&B and rock’n’roll 
fans. With two members from 80s and 
90s rootsters The Poor Boys, they even 
throw in some accordion-powered 
Zydeco. Their current album is called 
The Secret Of My Success, so we asked 
Mike what’s kept them at the top for  
the past 16 years. 

What were your aims for the band 
when you started in 2001?
We wanted to not sound like a British blues 
band and, for the first three albums when 
we weren’t too well known, we were always 
reviewed by the British press thinking we 
were American. We also wanted to look 
good on stage in jackets and suits, not the 
t-shirts and jeans of most blues acts. I guess 
that came from the rock’n’roll scene. People 
often listen to a band with their eyes more 
than their ears, so why not appeal to that?

Did you always want to write your  
own material?
When we were putting the first album 
together we were looking for unusual 

Your previous album, Gonna Tell Your 
Mama, was recorded live in Norway –  
is that a big territory for you?
The biggest blues scene outside the 
States is Norway, in my opinion. It’s 
fantastically well-organised. All the clubs 
are affiliated and produce a wonderful 
glossy magazine five or six times a year, 
and they work together to coordinate 
tours rather than fighting with each 
other. They also have the biggest blues 
festival outside America each year in 
Notodden which has the scale to draw 
people like Buddy Guy, Taj Mahal and  
Dr John.

Did you do anything different with your 
latest album?
Often when you go into the studio you’ll 
have a song you wrote two weeks ago and 
either it takes ages to get it right or, a year 
later, after you’ve been playing it live, you 
think, ‘Oh God, it sounds so much better 
now’. So this time we spent a year making 
sure the songs were well played-in at gigs. 
Then, by the time we came to record them, 
they were done in one or two takes. I think 
it paid off, because it’s had universally great 
reviews, including the first one... by John 
Howard in Vintage Rock! 

For further information visit  
www.cadillackings.co.uk

Mike Thomas and his Cadillac Kings have won fans around the globe 
with their good-time blues. But what is the secret of their success? 

W O R D S  B Y  D O U G L A S  M c P H E R S O N

ON THE
RADAR

Cadillac Kings, with 
frontman Mike Thomas 
far right, recently 
released the album The 
Secret Of My Success CADILLAC KINGS
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Free with this edition of Vintage Rock is a free 
23-track CD starring some of the artists at Western 
Star Records. All manner of rockabilly is here, from 
the UK to the USA via Sweden... Crank it up!

1 That’s Wild The Bullets
(Waters) Department X 
publishing
Formed in London in 2010, The 

Bullets are Brett Waters on vocals and guitars, Gary 
Griffi n on drums and Darren Richards and upright 
bass. With three top-selling CD albums and two 
best-selling vinyl EPs, the trio are Western Star 
stalwarts. That’s Wild is taken from the album 
Somethin’ Real Good.

2 Boneyard Stomp 
Jack Rabbit Slim
(Butfoy) Department X 
publishing

Formed in 2004, Jack Rabbit Slim have bridged 
many scenes and cultures with their own brand 
of “sleaze-a-billy”. Their blend of rock’n’roll, 
rockabilly, trashy tattoo and “car kulture” has 
taken them all over the world. This track is from 
JRS’s Rockin’ With... Vols 1 & 2 CD album.

3 Hey Mr Bottle 
The Retrobaits
(Yates) Department X publishing
The Retrobaits released their debut 

album on Western Star Records in 2016. One review 
of the album said: “These tracks have a traditional 
rockabilly sound, balanced with freshness and 
energy... a fantastic addition to the rockabilly 
world.” Hey Mr Bottle is the title-track 
of their new EP.

4 18 Wheeler Boogie 
Rusti Steel & The Star Tones
(Crosby) Department X 
publishing

Western Star veterans Rusti Steel & The Star Tones 
“specialise in authentic 50s rockabilly, boppin’ 
hillbilly and western swing, with rhythm and blues 
and some classic rock’n’roll thrown in.” 18 Wheeler 
Boogie is another cut “sounding and looking like 
it’s rocketed straight out of the 50s.”

5 Bootprints Delta 88
(Clews/Clews/Wood) 
Department X publishing
This upbeat rockabilly trio from 

Devon are going places. Their Rockabilly Tales 
EP was released in 2016 followed by the debut 
album Rocket Powered (including Bootprints) in 
spring 2017. With male and female lead vocals and 
bags of energy, the band are now establishing 
themselves on the live scene with appearances at 
UK weekenders and a slot at Viva East in the USA.

6 Sugar In The Tank 
Sharna-Mae & 
The Mayhems
(Brown/Brown/Brown/Brown/

Cook) Department X publishing
Sharna-Mae & The Mayhems are a young band from 
Lincoln/Stoke, that write in a rockabilly, country-
blues style. Their fi rst album, Love Drunk is out now 
with 10 original songs, and they’ve been played 
on BBC Radio 2 by Bob Harris. BBC Introducing 
awarded Sugar In The Tank song of the week.

7 Syrup Blind 
The Devils Deuce
(Barrett) Department X 
publishing

The Devils Deuce are a modern/neo-rockabilly 
band from Cornwall. They said: “We play high-
octane, raw, rocking music and put on an energetic 
show.” Now signed to Western Star Records, 
they’ve supported Hillbilly Moon Explosion, played 
Bedlam Breakout and The Rocking Round Up. Syrup 
Blind is from their Supercharged album.

8 Blow My Mind Lew Lewis 
& The Twilight Trio
(Ellen) Department X publishing
Lew Lewis & The Twilight Trio are 

a rockabilly band fronted by the talented singer 
and songwriter Lew Lewis, plus Tom Hayes (lead 
guitar), Nick Linton-Smith (double bass) and 
Tony “Woodie” Wood (drums). The band have 
performed at all the major rockabilly festivals in 
Europe and the UK and have two albums and an EP 
under their belts for Western Star. Blow My Mind is 
taken from their Who I Am album. The band say: 
“Have a listen to this, it is sure to blow your mind!”

9 Bad Girl Little Lesley 
& The Bloodshots
(Swift) Department X publishing
Little Lesley & The Bloodshots are 

an original rockabilly trio from New York. Deemed 
a “hope for the future of rock’n’roll” by Lenny Kaye 
of The Patti Smith Group, the band is fronted by 
Lesley Swift who belts out her self-penned songs 
and slaps the upright bass like someone who was 
born to do it. They play all over the world, including 

FREE ROCKABILLY CD!
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the Nashville Boogie, Viva Las Vegas, Summer 
Jamboree (Italy) and The Hotrod Hayride (UK). 
Bad Girl is taken from their Doin’ Fine EP.

10 Bring My Baby Back 
Home Rusti Steel & The 
Star Tones ft Alan Mills
(Crosby) Department X 

publishing
Alan Mills, who died in 2016, was the lead singer 
of Coast To Coast, who had a Top 5 chart hit with 
Mills’ vocal with Do The Hucklebuck in 1981. Here 
he is with Rusti Steel & The Startones in a fabulous 
tribute – The Star Tones’ guitarist Lloyd Mills is 
Alan’s son.

11 Hide The Tears (In The 
Back Of My Throat) 
Bob Butfoy
(Butfoy) Department X 

publishing
Bob Butfoy is frontman for best-selling UK 
rockabilly band Jack Rabbit Slim, but this track is 
from Deliverance, his fi rst solo album. This great 
track also features Darrel Higham on guitar and 
double bass, Rob Tyler on drums and Mary Criddell 
on backing vocals.

12 Coyote On The 
Prowl  The Bullets
(Waters) Department X 
publishing

With fi ve album and EP releases for Western Star 
under their collective belt, The Bullets have got the 
label’s own Gold Star award for sales. Owner Alan 
Wilson says: “The Bullets sound how other bands 
on the scene wish they could.” Coyote On The Prowl 
is from 2017 album Somethin’ Real Good. 

13 Love You Little 
Baby Norm & 
The Nightmarez
(Elliott) Department X 

publishing
Norm & The Nightmarez perform what they call: 
“‘Rockin’ PsychoBILLY’. A clean guitar sound with, 
of course, some great 50s reverb, a nice chunky 
double bass with organic click and strong powerful 
drums – a blueprint put down long ago in those 
early Sun recordings.” Debut album PsychoBILLY 
Infection has recently been followed by the even 
more-acclaimed PsychoBILLY DNA.

14 When Will I See Her 
Again The Beaver Boys
(Sanders/Bircumshaw/Roath) 
Department X publishing

Upcoming trio The Beaver Boys have formed from 
various top end bands from in and around the 
rockin’ scene: members are Jay Bircumshaw (lead 

vocals, guitar), Graham Sanders (bass) and Tony 
Roath (drums). A new four-track EP Beaver Fever 
is “certainly getting a lot of attention and radio air 
time, and you can see why as it defi nitely gets your 
juices fl owing,” they say.

15 Wrong 
Ten Bob Millionaires
(Salter/Gough/Lyon/Gough) 
Department X publishing

Ten Bob Millionaires say they’re: “Rootsy and to 
the point, as honest as the day is long, catchy like a 
virulent bug, ramshackle, raucous... real rock’n’roll 
made with guitars, some tunes and words, drums 
and a bass.” Wrong sees them sticking to their 
metaphorical guns and accepting no shortcuts. 
New album ...We Regret To Inform You is out now.

16 She’s So Right She’s 
Wrong The Retrobaits
(Yates) Department X publishing
Debuting in 2016, The Retrobaits 

have gained radio airplay in America, Canada, 
Spain and the UK. They tag their vintage rock’n’roll 
as: “Raw and 100 per cent authentic – still the 
same timeless themes of love and betrayal, but 
with 21st century lyrics.” She’s So Right She’s 
Wrong is taken from their album Your Squeezes 
Don’t Leave Me.

17 The 88 Boogie Delta 88
(Clews/Clews/Wood) 
Department X publishing
Delta 88 recently made their 

fi rst video and have received regular radio play 
on rockin’ stations around the globe. Drummer, 
Nikki Clews, says: “We loved making the album 
with Alan Wilson [Western Star] and have been so 
pleased with the feedback we’ve received”. 

18 Even The Cops Cried 
The Long Tall Texans
(Castleman) Department X 
publishing

The Brighton trio (sometimes quartet), have 
been “knocking around for longer than anyone 
in the band dares to remember, all they care about 
is they are still having fun.” They fl irted with 
Radio 1 and the big time, became fi rm favourites at 
what has now become the mythical “Klub Foot”, 
and released numerous cuts. Their latest release, 
Headless, a 10" vinyl mini-album on Western Star 
defi nes their old-school vibe with a modern edge.

19 Passion Pit 
The Devils Deuce
(Robertson) Department X 
publishing

“Imagine Elvis Presley and Jimi Hendrix driving 
around the South West in an American Graffi ti 

Deuce Coupe giving the local rockabilly scene 
a modernised kick up the a$$!” That’s what 
Cornwall’s The Devils Deuce are aiming for and 
Passion Pit proves it.

20 Colour Me Lucky 
Jack Rabbit Slim
(Butfoy) Department X 
publishing

Jack Rabbit Slim have played parties for the likes 
of model Daisy Lowe and TV chef Gizzi Erskine, and 
2017 has seen Gautier Golab (ex-Ruby Ann/Jessie & 
Orbits) join on guitar alongside the estimable Bob 
Butfoy, Tony Hillebrandt and Nico Sc’erri .

21  Doin’ Fine Little 
Lesley & The Bloodshots
(Swift) Department X publishing
With The Bloodshots, Little 

Lesley Swift is joined on guitar by ex-cowboy and 
punk-rock-n-roll veteran Brian “Swifty” Swift. 
Their Doin’ Fine EP, recorded and produced by Alan 
Wilson at Western Star, has created quite a buzz.

22 A Distant Dream 
The Test Pilots
(Uneback/Grant/Eriksson) 
Department X publishing

The Test Pilots are a rockin’ trio from Gothenburg, 
aiming “to create rockin’ ’billy music in the 21st 
century.” They entered the scene with their EP, 
Deadly Rhythms (2014), followed up with debut 
album Parachute Party (2015) and the current 
lineup – Mattias, Anton and Neil – have now cut 
their next release, Urban Mirage with Western Star.

23 Latin Stroll Rusti Steel 
& The Star Tones
(Crosby) Department X 
publishing

Rusti Steel & The Star Tones have been rockin’ for 10 
years now and have played extensively throughout 
the UK and Europe. The genre-blending Latin Stroll 
is taken from 2017 Western Star album Don’t Take 
The Rhythm From The Blues. 

TURN TO PAGE 22 TO START 
THIS ISSUE’S BUMPER 

ROCKABILLY COVERAGE, 
FROM THE GREATEST 

1950s ICONS TO 10 OF THE 
GREATEST INTERNATIONAL 
ROCKABILLY ACTS IN THE 

WORLD TODAY...  

FREE ROCKABILLY CD!
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TOP 10 ROCKABILLY HEROES

Join us as we celebrate the birth, rebirth and 
enduring appeal of a music genre that you  
could say kick-started it all... rockabilly

If there’s one single reason you’re 
a reader of Vintage Rock, it is 
surely that first explosion of 

rockabilly that emerged from the USA 
in the mid-50s. Even 60-plus years on, 
’billy remains some of the most exciting 
music ever recorded and its magic lives 
on, with huge audiences for either the 
original artists or the slew of unbridled 
rockers who keep morphing the 
rockabilly sound for a new generation.

We kick things off with our Top 
10 1950s Rockabilly Heroes. They’re 
familiar names, but Bill Dahl expertly 
captures just why these legends endure. 

But that’s not the whole story. For 
every accomplished rockabilly star with 
a deep catalogue of great songs, there 
were dozens of would-be hepcats who 
only produced just one single in the 
classic rockabilly deluge of the 50s. 

Some recorded more hot-rockin’ 
tunes that never got released. Some 
were country stars moonlighting for one 
time only in the hopes of catching a hit, 
and others were hopeful singers who 
only had one chance to bellow into the 
boppin’ maelstrom before being swept 
away by the winds of obscurity.  Check 
out Randy Fox’s list of Rockabilly’s 
Top 20 One-Shot Wonders for some 
remarkable recordings.

And that’s just the beginning…

W O R D S  B Y  B I L L  D A H L  &  R A N D Y  F O X
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20  ONE-HIT 

WONDERS!

60-PLUS YEARS ON, 
ROCKABILLY REMAINS 

SOME OF THE MOST 
EXCITING MUSIC EVER 

RECORDED AND ITS 
MAGIC LIVES ON

OVER THE FOLLOWING 
PAGES YOU CAN 
IMMERSE YOURSELF IN...
TOP 10 ROCKABILLY HEROES  
(by Bill Dahl) Starting p23

TOP 20 ROCKABILLY ONE-SHOT WONDERS  
(by Randy Fox) p23

1950s ROCKABILLY CLASSIC ALBUM  
Carl Perkins’ Whole Lotta Shakin’  
(by Randy Fox) p40

ROCKABILLY REVIVAL 
The story of how the music was remembered, 
reborn and revitalised in the 70s and  
early-80s (by Jack Watkins) p46

ROCKABILLY REVIVAL CLASSIC ALBUM  
The Polecats Polecats Are Go!  
(by Jack Watkins) p52

ROCKABILLY NOW!  
10 great acts releasing records right now 
that you must hear (by David West) p58

TRIBUTE TO SONNY BURGESS  
On a sadder note, we share a previously 
unpublished interview with a Sun Records 
legend, the recently departed Sony Burgess 
(by Elliot Stephen Cohen) p68
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There was always a strong 
taste of lowdown blues 
permeating Dale Hawkins’ 

platters for Chicago’s Checker label. 
It stemmed from his upbringing in the 
Louisiana cotton fields as well as with 
Stan Lewis. “The Hawk” knew his way 
around the blues, and it showed. He 
also had an uncanny knack for sniffing 
out lead guitarists. Dale’s first find was 
outrageously talented teenager James 
Burton, a Louisiana Hayride regular 
whose elastic lick on Dale’s self-penned 
1957 hit Susie-Q was etched in gold. 

Burton soon moved on to work with 
Bob Luman and then Ricky Nelson. 
His replacements were an amazing 
lot – Kenny Paulson (the man that 
contributed the fret fire to Freddy 
Cannon’s Tallahassee Lassie), Carl 
Adams (he had to tape guitar picks to the 
remaining fingers of his left hand after 

accidentally blowing two digits off with 
a shotgun as a kid), and the stunning Roy 
Buchanan all rolled through Hawkins’ 
band, each of them carving out glistening 
solos on Dale’s platters. Even Scotty 
Moore turned up on a couple after 
leaving Elvis’ employ. 

Hawkins always looked loose as a 
goose onstage, as though he was having 
an even better time than his fans 
(showmanship ran in the family – his 
cousin was Arkansas wildman Ronnie 
Hawkins). Funny thing was, once he 
changed labels, he was never able to 
locate his groove again or cut anything 
that even vaguely sounded like a hit. 

Hawkins turned to producing 
Southern rock bands during the mid-60s, 
enjoying success with the Uniques and 
the Five Americans. A late-career surge 
saw Dale rocking with a vengeance until 
the very end.

T H E  W E I R D ,  T H E 
W I L D  A N D  T H E 
W O N D E R F U L  —  I N 
T H E  1 9 5 0 S ,  M A N Y 
H I L L B I L L Y  C A T S 
G O T  O N L Y  O N E 
C H A N C E  A T  B A T . 
W H I L E  T H E Y  D I D N ’ T 
S C O R E  H I T S ,  T H E Y 
C R E A T E D  C L A S S I C 
S M A S H E S  T H A T  A R E 
S T I L L  B E L O V E D  B Y 
R O C K A B I L L Y  F A N S .

L O V E  M E
J I M M Y  L E E  &  W A Y N E  W A L K E R 
1 9 5 5  C H E S S
Jimmy Lee’s and Wayne Walker’s musical 
partnership only lasted four brief months, 
but resulted in one of the hottest 
rockabilly singles of the pre-Blue Suede 
Shoes/Heartbreak Hotel era. Lee and 
Walker had the opportunity to study Elvis 
Presley’s style up close. In January 1955, 
just three months after Presley’s 
Louisiana Hayride debut, they cut this 
slab of red hot bop in the studios of radio 
station KWKH in Shreveport, Louisiana.

 DID YOU KNOW? Although the writer’s 
credit for Love Me went to Shreveport 
record shop owner Stan Lewis, the song 
was actually written by Wayne Walker. 
Walker signed over the publishing credit 
to Lewis in return for him brokering the 
record’s release on Chess.

TOP 10 ROCKABILLY HEROES
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Dale Hawkins Rare Cuts & 
Crazy Cats!

#10 R O C K A B I L L Y ’ S 
1 - S H O T  W O N D E R S

Classic Cut SUSIE Q 1957
Hawkins was just 20 when he cut this rockabilly/swamp blues stomper. But 
the recording actually sat on Chess shelves for months, before being sold to 
Checker Records for release. It's been much covered, notably by The Rolling 
Stones and Creedence Clearwater Revival. 

HAWKINS ALWAYS 
LOOKED LOOSE AS A 

GOOSE ONSTAGE
Dale Hawkins borrowed the 
blues of Louisiana artists 
for his recording of Susie Q
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R O C K  I T
T H U M P E R  J O N E S 
1 9 5 6  S T A R D A Y
Up-and-coming honky tonk star George 
Jones had already scored country hits 
when he recorded this scorcher. Jones 
would later develop his own style of 
rockin’ country on records like White 
Lightnin and Who Shot Sam.

 The Thumper Jones alias was also 
deployed for “soundalike” versions of 
Heartbreak Hotel, Blue Suede Shoes and 
Folsom Prison Blues recorded by Jones 
and released on a variety of low-cost mail 
order labels marketed by Starday Records.

R O C K ,  R O L L  
A N D  R H Y T H M
W A Y N E  M C G I N N I S 
1 9 5 6  M E T E O R
Wayne McGinnis was a fixture of the 
Memphis music scene in the mid-50s, 
playing in bands with future Sun Records 
star Billy Lee Riley and Jack Clement. 
Although McGinnis never cut a record for 
Sun, he recorded this platter of plumb-
perfect rockabilly for the label’s rival 
Meteor in April 1956.

 Rock, Roll And Rhythm features a 
guest appearance by a famous rockabilly 
“star” – Scotty Moore’s 1952 Gibson 
ES-295 which McGinnis acquired in the 
summer of 1955 when Moore upgraded to 
a 1954 Gibson L5 CESN.

24 VINTAGE ROCK
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Rare Cuts & 
Crazy Cats!

Rockabilly’s reigning queen 
for six decades and counting 
began recording as a demure 

country chanteuse with Hank 
Thompson’s Western swing-oriented 
outfit. Man, how times changed. Once 
Elvis pulled Wanda’s coat to the exciting 
new direction that things were headed, 
the “First Lady of Rockabilly” got to 
rocking like she was born to it and 
refused to slow down until country  
music reclaimed her in the early-60s.

The Oklahoma native found her 
calling in high school, cutting her first 
singles – all of them strictly country – 
for Decca at age 16 under Thompson’s 
guidance. But she didn’t hit her stride 
until she moved over to Capitol and 
Ken Nelson took over her A&R duties in 
1956. Hiring some of the West Coast’s 
top pickers – Joe Maphis, Buck Owens, 
Billy Strange – Wanda came out blasting 
on Honey Bop, Hot Dog! That Made 
Him Mad, Cool Love and the nuclear 
Fujiyama Mama, a suitably big hit in 
Japan. Wanda grabbed hold of Elvis’ 
inviting (Let’s Have A) Party and poured 

#9

Wanda Jackson

Classic Cut FUJIYAMA MAMA 1957
This multi-stage explosion of lung power, rockabilly rage and unbridled 
female sexuality never came close to charting in the US, but the shockwaves 
hit Japan hard. With tasty guitars from sessionman Billy Strange and future 
honky tonk star Buck Owens, it’s the definition of a rockabilly classic.

her gritty, sensuous pipes all over it, 
and with Roy Clark contributing an 
eye-popping guitar solo, she claimed 
Presley’s Hard Headed Woman for her 
own. Rock’n’roll was a family affair for 
Wanda; her dad was her road manager, 
her mom sewed her stage outfits, and 
once she got married, her husband took 
over the business side. 

Wanda gravitated back to her country 
leanings in 1961, scoring C&W hits with 
the barroom weepers Right Or Wrong 
and In The Middle Of A Heartache. 
Later on her religion stopped her from 
singing secular music altogether. But the 
urge to rock proved irresistible. 

Today, Wanda continues to delight her 
fans with her live performances and will 
release her autobiography, Every Night 
Is Saturday Night, in November.

The Queen of Rockabilly, 
Wanda Jackson, has 
recorded 45 studio albums
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Roy Orbison

Rockabilly occupied only 
the first few years of Roy 
Orbison’s career. After he 

transformed himself into rock’n’roll’s 
huge-voiced answer to Caruso during the 
60s, he frequently disparaged his most 
enduring contribution to the lexicon, 
Ooby Dooby. But the Big O’s Sun days 
produced some of his greatest recordings, 
representing the most dazzling examples 
of his fleet-fingered lead guitar technique 
(he limited his picking to rhythm licks 
after he dyed his hair black, donned 

shades, and assumed the mantle of the 
lonesome troubadour).

Roy looked very different when he 
turned up on Sun’s doorstep in 1956 
– sandy blonde hair, thick glasses of 
the magnifying variety, no all-black 
togs. He and his band, the Teen Kings, 
had honed their sound in West Texas 
and already had a version of Ooby 
Dooby on the market via tiny Je-Wel 
Records. Sam Phillips had the band 
recut the slightly nonsensical number 
at 706 Union, retaining Roy’s pair of 

#8

Classic Cut OOBY DOOBY 1956
When the Big O was a rocker in 1956, he cut this as his first single for Je-Wel 
Records. He may have stayed with Je-Wel and not been poached by Sun’s 
Sam Phillips were it not for dubious paperwork: Orbison was only 19 (not 20) 
when he signed to record with Je-Wel, and thus not legally allowed to do so. 

identical and perfectly-conceived guitar 
solos. Roy thus had his first and only 
hit (his original Go! Go! Go! on the 
flip rocked just as hard and would be 
recur by Jerry Lee as Down The Line) 
for the next three-and-a-half years. 
Rock House, Roy’s Sun encore, was 
a storming adaptation of a Conway 
Twitty composition with more rapid-fire 
Orbison guitar, and its Johnny  
Cash-penned flip You’re My Baby  
was just as lethal.

Sun greased the wheels for Orbison’s 
departure in 1957 with the brutal Bill 
Justis composition Chicken-Hearted. 
After a brief layover with producer Chet 
Atkins at RCA Victor, Roy landed at Fred 
Foster’s Monument Records in 1959. 
There he could be the bravura balladeer 
he long yearned to be.

ROCKABILLY OCCUPIED ONLY 
THE FIRST FEW YEARS OF ROY 

ORBISON’S CAREER, BUT HIS 
SUN DAYS PRODUCED SOME OF 

HIS GREATEST RECORDINGS

The Big O released Ooby 
Dooby with the Teen Kings 
 in 1956 via Je-Wel Records
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H O T  D O G / R H Y T H M  
&  B O O Z E
C O R K Y  J O N E S 
1 9 5 6  P E P
Future country megastar Buck Owens was 
a genuine fan of the rockabilly style and 
provided hot rockin’ guitar licks for 
several singles by Wanda Jackson. Owens 
also knew many country fans didn’t share 
his love for the big beat. With two stone 
country singles already to his credit on 
the indie Pep label, he adopted a disguise 
for this hot rockin’ disc.

 Owens embraced his rockabilly past in 
1988 when he re-recorded Hot Dog for his 
comeback album of the same name.

T H A T  A I N ’ T  I T
R O C K  R O G E R S 
1 9 5 6  S T A R D A Y
Leon Payne hardly fit the picture of a hot 
hillbilly cat in 1956. Thirty-nine years old 
and blind since birth, Payne established 
himself in the late 1940s as a successful 
songwriter, penning the Hank Williams 
hits Lost Highway and They’ll Never Take 
Her Love From Me. Nevertheless, his one 
trip to the studio under an alias resulted 
in this masterpiece of wild rockabilly bop.

 Elvis Presley recorded a version of 
Leon Payne’s 1949 hit, I Love You Because, 
on 5 July 1954 during the same session 
that the King cut his first Sun single, 
That’s All Right.

26 VINTAGE ROCK
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Eddie Cochran Rare Cuts & 
Crazy Cats!

Too many first generation 
rockers died much too young. 
The loss of Eddie Cochran is a 

perfect example. Following a car crash 
while touring the UK in 1960, Cochran 
tragically died at only 21 years of age, 
but he packed a whole lot of musical 
experience and studio hours into his 
brief time on earth.

During a show featuring many 
performers at an American Legion hall, 
he met Hank Cochran, a songwriter. 
Although they were not related, they 
recorded as the Cochran Brothers and 
began performing together. They played 
country before rockabilly swept them up, 
the duo dabbling in the new style until 
Eddie broke away to do his own thing. 
He rocked out on Skinny Jim in 1956, 
then signed with Liberty Records, like 
every other label in America on the hunt 
for “the next Elvis”. Los Angeles hosted 

a bustling recording scene like no other, 
where contracts meant nothing and 
label-hopping was rife. Cochran fell right 
into the bustling action as a masterful 
session guitarist and witty songwriter in 
addition to his considerable vocal talent. 
In time, Eddie learned to play the studio 
like one more instrument. 

Cochran was a good-looking kid as 
well. The young rocker did memorable 
guest numbers in three movies, including 
knocking out a thrilling Twenty Flight 
Rock in The Girl Can’t Help It. He broke 
through on the charts in a big way in 
1958 with Summertime Blues, utilising 
his “Kingfish” voice for the humorous 
payoff lines. C’mon Everybody, 
Somethin’ Else and the crunchy, snarling 
My Way were worthy followups, Eddie 
displaying a conceptual ingenuity that 
would have served him well in the next 
decade had he lived to see it. 

#7

Classic Cut SUMMERTIME BLUES 1958
Cochran’s masterpiece, constructed around rich, full-bodied guitar chords 
and Eddie’s amusing storyline (complete with his droll Kingfish imitation on 
the breaks). Later a hard rock mainstay thanks to Blue Cheer and The Who, it 
was Eddie’s biggest seller by far.

Eddie Cochran broke  
into the US Top 10 with 

Summertime Blues in 1958
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IN TIME, EDDIE 

LEARNED TO 

PLAY THE STUDIO 

LIKE ONE MORE 

INSTRUMENT

Singer, writer, masterful 
guitarist and pin-up,  

Eddie Cochran had it all
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The unbridled ferocity 
defining the rockabilly of 
The Rock And Roll Trio, 

fronted by Johnny Burnette came all 
too naturally. Memphis-bred brothers 
Johnny (vocals and rhythm guitar) and 
Dorsey Burnette (bass) delighted in 
beating the hell out of one another – or 
anyone else that rubbed them the wrong 

way – when they weren’t venting their 
aggression musically. With Paul Burlison 
on lead guitar, the trio made a limited 
number of recordings for Coral ranking 
with rockabilly’s meanest. 

The trio journeyed to New York in 
1956, looking for their big break. TV 
appearances on Ted Mack’s Original 
Amateur Hour led to a hookup with 

#6

Classic Cut THE TRAIN KEPT A-ROLLIN’ 1956
Rockabilly didn’t get any more unhinged than when Johnny B and his boys 
hit the studio. A supercharged revival of Tiny Bradshaw’s 1951 jump blues, 
this wasn’t a hit on either side of the Atlantic, but the Yardbirds were 
listening, waxing their own blasting 65 revival. 

J I T T E R B O P  B A B Y
H A L  H A R R I S
1 9 5 7 / 1 9 7 8  A C E
Hal Harris became the in-house session 
guitarist for Gold Star Studios in Houston, 
Texas, during the mid-50s. His aggressive 
guitar sound appeared on dozens of 
classic records, including Thumper Jones’ 
Rock It, Joe Clay’s Duck Tail and Sleepy 
LaBeef’s All The Time. Harris’ only known 
session as a solo artist occurred at the tail 
end of George Jones session in 1957.

 Hal Harris’ two solo recordings, 
Jitterbop Baby and I Don’t Know When, 
hit big with rockabilly fans after Ace 
Records released them in the 70s.

C H I C K E N  B O P
T R U I T T  F O R S E 
1 9 5 7  S T A R D A Y
With a “we’ll try anything” attitude ruling 
the day, Starday Records produced some 
of the wildest rockabilly records ever 
recorded, but if Starday’s official releases 
were the “Wild West” of rockabilly then 
Starday’s “custom” releases were total 
pandemonium. For a set fee, any artist 
could send Starday a master recording 
and have records pressed. This led to 
scores of completely unhinged release 
like this 1957 slice of insanity by 
Texas-based hillbilly Truitt Forse.

 Truitt Forse continued to play music 
throughout the 60s and died in 2007.

Rare Cuts & 
Crazy Cats!

Burnette Trio
	e Johnny

Memphis-born brothers Johnny and Dorsey 
Burnette moved to New York with Paul 
Burlison and formed The Rock and Roll Trio
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B E R T H A  L O U
C L I N T  M I L L E R 
1 9 5 7  A B C - P A R A M O U N T
This classic had a complicated birth. 
Dorsey Burnette wrote the song for his 
wife Bertha. Burnette’s version was 
withdrawn after a month when Surf 
discovered he was still signed to Abbott 
Records. Johnny Faircloth recorded a new 
version for Surf. Sensing a hit, ABC-
Paramount producer Don Costa recruited 
18-year-old country singer Clint Miller to 
cut what became the defi nitive version.

 Reportedly, American Bandstand host 
Dick Clark considered the lyric, “I wanna 
conjugate with you,” obscene and refused 
to feature Bertha Lou on his TV show.

C O O L  O F F  B A B Y
B I L L Y  B A R R I X 
1 9 5 7  C H E S S
Billy Barrix’s Cool Off Baby was an 
overdriven take of Elvis’ version of Arthur 
Gunter’s Baby Let’s Play House. The fl ip 
side, Almost, could have just as easily 
been titled “Hiccup Symphony” as Barrix 
whoops, hoots and hiccups through two 
minutes and 23 seconds of hillbilly bop 
insanity. Under the name Curley Barrix, 
he would record a handful of country 
records for various labels in the 60s. 

 Original copies Billy Barrix’s sole Chess 
release is considered one of the rarest 
rockabilly record.

Rare Cuts & 
Crazy Cats!

Coral Records, where they blasted out a 
frantic Tear It Up as their fi rst offering, 
billed as Johnny Burnette And The Rock 
’n Roll Trio. Oh Baby Babe, a takeoff on 
Elvis’ Baby Let’s Play House, came next. 

Those two were waxed in New York 
with Johnny yelping and shrieking. 
But most of the Trio’s crowning 
achievements were done in Nashville 
that summer. 

Burlison had dropped his amp at a 
Philly gig, loosening its tubes so his licks 
sounded fuzzy. When he got to Music 
City, he intentionally loosened them 
to get an identical effect for Johnny’s 
hair-on-fi re version of Tiny Bradshaw’s 

jump blues The Train Kept A-Rollin’, 
further upping the ante by plucking 
extraterrestrial octave runs with his 
right hand. 

The Trio blasted through a passel 
of R&B covers in Nashville as well as 
their own Rock Billy Boogie, some 
featuring session ace Grady Martin on 
lead axe. But no hits were forthcoming, 
and Dorsey split before year’s end. The 
siblings soon reunited in Los Angeles, 
selling Ricky Nelson on cutting their 
Waitin’ In School and Believe What 
You Say. When they eventually made it 
separately as singers, Johnny and Dorsey 
adopted softer, more pop-slanted styles. 

JOHNNY AND DORSEY 
BURNETTE DELIGHTED IN 

BEATING THE HELL OUT OF 
ONE ANOTHER WHEN THEY 

WEREN’T VENTING THEIR 
AGGRESSION MUSICALLY
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Buddy Holly

C O M E  O N
W Y N N  S T E W A R T
1 9 5 8  J A C K P O T
With a strong, steady beat perfect for 
dancing and electric guitars thrown high 
in the mix, Wynn Stewart’s music 
pioneered the West Coast country music 
style that became known as the 
“Bakersfield Sound.” When he signed 
with Jackpot Records in 1958 he was 
persuaded to give rockabilly a shot and 
produced this masterpiece.

 Stewart was a hardcore honky tonker 
who mentored dozens of California 
country musicians in his road band, 
including Merle Haggard on bass.

C A S T  I R O N  A R M
P E A N U T S  W I L S O N 
1 9 5 7  B R U N S W I C K
West Virginia native Johnny “Peanuts” 
Wilson moved to Odessa, Texas as a 
teenager where he joined Roy Orbison’s 
Teen Kings in 1956. After playing rhythm 
guitar on Orbison’s hit, Ooby Dooby, 
Wilson and the rest of the band parted 
ways with Orbison. Wilson began working 
with producer Norman Petty and cut Cast 
Iron Arm in July 1957.

 Although Wilson preferred his given 
name, Brunswick utilised his nickname 
“Peanuts” (a reference to Wilson’s 5-foot 
stature) to avoid confusion with 
Brunswick label mate Jackie Wilson.

Rare Cuts & 
Crazy Cats!

Enthralled by the revolutionary 
rock’n’roll exploits of Elvis 
and his band when they rolled 

through his hometown of Lubbock, 
Texas (he opened for them a couple 
of times in 1955), bespectacled young 
country singer Buddy Holly jumped on 
the rockabilly bandwagon with both 
feet. The major labels were searching 
high and low for their own answer to 
Presley, and Holly snagged a contract 
with Decca Records. His handful of 
Nashville-cut rockers failed to grab the 
public’s attention in 1956; Decca didn’t 
even think the first version of That’ll Be 
The Day was good enough to release at 
the time.

So Buddy began recording at producer 
Norman Petty’s studio in Clovis, New 
Mexico, where he could experiment 
all he wanted. Backed by his Crickets 
– drummer Jerry Allison, bassist Joe 
B Mauldin, and rhythm guitarist Niki 

Sullivan – Buddy fashioned a singular 
sound that wasn’t pure rockabilly but 
retained his Texas roots. Wielding a 
savage Stratocaster and developing a 
unique vocal approach, Buddy released 
platters under two different billings 
simultaneously: many of his more overt 
rockers – That’ll Be The Day, Not Fade 
Away, Oh, Boy! – came out under the 
handle of the Crickets on Brunswick, 
while other hits, including the immortal 
Peggy Sue, emerged on Coral under his 
own name. 

Eventually Holly and the Crickets 
parted ways. Buddy moved to New York 
and was embarking on the next phase  
of his career when a tragic 1959 plane 
crash in rural Iowa wiped the 22-year-
old from the planet, along with Ritchie 
Valens and the Big Bopper. Holly’s sound 
lived on within Bobby Vee, Tommy Roe, 
and a phalanx of rockers on both sides of 
the Atlantic.

Classic Cut THAT’LL BE THE DAY 1957
A hit second time around, but under The Crickets name and not Buddy Holly 
and on the Brunswick label not the original Decca. Its title was cribbed from a 
line unttered by a stoic John Wayne in The Searchers, and it was recorded in 
Clovis, New Mexico with producer Norman Petty. 

#5
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W O O D P E C K E R  R O C K
N A T  C O U T Y  A N D  T H E  B R A V E S 
1 9 5 8  F O X
With a laugh borrowed from the cartoon 
character Woody Woodpecker and more 
than a dash of rockabilly insanity, Nat 
Couty And The Braves committed this 
classic to wax in 1958. Couty was born in 
Natchez, Louisiana and moved with his 
parents to Chicago as a child. By the 
late-50s, he was performing with country 
bands in Chicago’s busy hillbilly music 
scene and got the rockabilly itch, writing 
and recording this classic for Fox Records 
(no connection with the Detroit-based 
Fox Records).

 Re-discovered by rockabilly collectors 
in the late-70s, Woodpecker Rock became 
a favourite of many neo-rockabilly bands 
after it was reissued as a single by the 
German label Dee-Jay Jamboree.

Rare Cuts & 
Crazy Cats!

IN 1956, DECCA DIDN’T 
EVEN THINK THAT’LL 

BE THE DAY WAS GOOD 
ENOUGH TO RELEASE

LONE STAR STATE OF MIND
H O W  T E X A S  B E C A M E  A  R O C K A B I L L Y  H O T B E D

Considering the expansive size of its acreage, 
it’s perhaps no surprise that so many rockabilly 
stalwarts originally hailed from Texas. The Lone 
Star State was so big that it hosted several 
self-contained rockabilly centres, complete 
with their own resident stars.

A healthy rockabilly scene broke out during 
the mid-50s; Sid King & The Five Strings were 
one of the first Dallas-area rockabilly acts to 
emerge, signing with Columbia and waxing 
Sag, Drag And Fall in 1955. Johnny Carroll also 
graduated from that circuit to major label 
prominence, pacting with Decca and waxing 
the frantic Crazy, Crazy Lovin’ and Hot Rock in 
1956. Mac Curtis hailed from nearby Fort Worth 
and cut If I Had Me A Woman and Grandaddy’s 

Rockin’ for the King label the same year. 
Groovy Joe Poovey, Gene Summers, young 
Ronnie Dawson, and Trini Lopez were also part 
of the same burgeoning scene.

Houston was no less blessed; Bill Quinn’s 
Gold Star Studio did plenty of rockabilly 
business. Sonny Fisher was one of the city’s 
earliest rockabillies; he signed with Starday 
Records in 1955 and waxed Rockin’ Daddy, 
covered by Memphian Eddie Bond. Located in 
Beaumont, Starday was a prolific source of 
rockabilly throughout the latter half of the 50s; 
George Jones, its flagship artist, barely 
bothered to rock while on the label, but Glenn 
Barber and San Antonio’s Rudy “Tutti” Grayzell 
had no such qualms. Sleepy LaBeef did plenty 

of rocking on 
Starday as well.

Located only 
nine miles west of the Texas 
border, Clovis, New Mexico 
was home to Norman Petty’s 
studio, which produced a lot more 
rock’n’roll than Buddy Holly’s output.

Texan Buddy Knox and his partner in the 
Rhythm Orchids, Jimmy Bowen, made the 
jaunt over from their home and cut two 
smashes in one mighty shot for Roulette, 
Knox’s Party Doll and Bowen’s I’m Stickin’  
With You. Sonny Curtis, Waylon Jennings,  
and Sonny West also cut rockabilly classics  
at Petty’s facilities.

That’ll Be The Day, written 
by Buddy Holly and Jerry 
Allison, was a UK No.1 for 

the Crickets in 1957
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C I R C L E  R O C K
L L O Y D  C O P A S
1 9 5 8  D O T
In 1958, “Cowboy” Copas had been 
singing country music for over 30 years. 
After scoring big hits in the late-40s and 
50s, his career slowed and he decided to 
give rockabilly a shot as Lloyd Copas. His 
mannered phrasing definitely outs him as 
a non-hepcat, but the single is an 
irresistible rocker.

 In 1960, Copas scored a No.1 country hit 
with Alabam, but his comeback was cut 
short when he died in the same 1963 
plane crash that claimed Patsy Cline, 
Hawkshaw Hawkins and Randy Hughes.

I  W A N N A  B O P
B I L L Y  H A R L A N 
1 9 5 8  B R U N S W I C K
In 1958, Billy Harlan was an experienced 
country music sideman and songwriter. 
Inspired by the movie, Jailhouse Rock, he 
decided to give rockabilly a shot. After 
writing I Wanna Bop and School House 
Rock, Harlan was rushed into the studio. 
Although hopes were high, the platter 
struck out. An attempt at a follow-up 
single failed to get a release and Harlan 
left the rockin’ business until his 
triumphant return at Viva Las Vegas 2012.

 Harlan formed his first band, the Green 
Valley River Boys, with his pals Don and 
Phil Everly when he was only 12 years old.

Rare Cuts & 
Crazy Cats!

Classic Cut THE TRAIN KEPT A-ROLLIN’ 1956
Rockabilly didn’t get any more unhinged than when Johnny B and his boys 
hit the studio. A supercharged revival of Tiny Bradshaw’s 1951 jump blues, 
this wasn’t a hit on either side of the Atlantic, but the Yardbirds were 
listening, waxing their own blasting 65 revival. 

Looking for a rockabilly great 
who was legitimately a tragic 
figure? Gene Vincent’s your 

man. Suffering from a damaged left 
leg suffered in a motorcycle accident 
while he was in the Navy, Vincent was 
in constant pain, his health continually 
deteriorating. He died in 1971, aged 
only 36. But Gene’s 1956 recordings for 
Capitol, distinguished by the enormously 
gifted Cliff Gallup on lead guitar, are as 
exciting and inventive as rockabilly gets.

The Norfolk, Virginia native’s path 
to immortality was paved by his debut 
smash, Be-Bop-A-Lula. Gene’s band, 
the Blue Caps, provided hard-driving 
backing on the song and its flip, Woman 
Love, if anything even meaner with an 
echo-laden Gene panting and slurring. 
Gallup’s technically advanced fretwork 
on Race With The Devil, Blue Jean 
Bop, Cruisin’ and quite a few more was 
nothing short of jaw-dropping. Gene and 
the boys had the versatility to transform 

the ancient Waltz Of The Wind and Ain’t 
She Sweet into gorgeous changes of pace. 

Cliff didn’t stick around for long; he 
was history by the time Gene and the 
Blue Caps lip-synched Be-Bop-A-Lula  
in the rock’n’roll flick The Girl Can’t 
Help It.

 Though no one could match Gallup’s 
endless invention, Vincent retained 
his dangerous edge on Lotta Lovin’ 
and Dance To The Bop in 1957. The 
pure rockabilly content was inevitably 
de-emphasised as the Blue Caps added 
piano, sax, and a vocal group, but the 
urgency of Gene’s pipes never wavered 
even as he faded from the US hit parade. 
If he was no longer hot in his homeland, 
Vincent remained a hero to countless 
up-and-coming rockers in the UK. Clad 
in black leather and bolstered by a brace 
on his bad leg, Gene thrilled English 
audiences time and again and did a fair 
amount of recording there. But he’d 
never equal those 1956 recordings.

Classic Cut RACE WITH THE DEVIL 1956
When Gene Vincent and His Blue Caps cut their Capitol debut session, 
producer Ken Nelson had several of Music Row’s top pickers on hand in case 
lead guitarist Cliff Gallup and his pals couldn’t hack it. As if! Gallup’s blazing 
licks on Race With The Devil wowed guitarists the world over. 

#4

Gene Vincent appeared in the film 
The Girl Can’t Help It, performing 
Be-Bop-A-Lula with his Blue Caps 
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GENE’S 1956 RECORDINGS ARE AS EXCITING AND INVENTIVE AS ROCKABILLY GETS
Be-Bop-A-Lula was a huge 
hit for Vincent and His Blue 
Caps peaking at No.7 on 
the US Billboard pop chart
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J U N G L E  R O C K
H A N K  M I Z E L L
1 9 5 8  E K O / K I N G
In 1958, Hank Mizell and his musical 
partner Jim Bobo recorded two sides for 
the tiny Chicago Eko Records. One was a 
standard hillbilly weeper, but the flip 
side, Jungle Rock, was a monster of hard 
driving rockabilly at its finest. Charly 
Records reissued it as a single in 1976, and 
the song became a No.3 hit in the UK and 
No.1 in the Netherlands.

 Hank Mizell’s rediscovery got off to a 
rocky start when the Dutch bootleg LP, 
that first reissued Jungle Rock, wrongly 
credited Jim Bobo as the singer.

M Y  B I G  F A T  B A B Y
S O N N Y  H A L L 
1 9 5 8  D
D Records was founded by Texas country 
music impresario Harold “Pappy” Daily 
after he sold his partnership in Starday 
Records in 1958. Using Little Richard as 
inspiration, Louisianan Sonny Hall cut two 
minutes of rockabilly insanity at Gold Star 
Studios in Houston, Texas with the great 
Hal Harris on guitar. Unfortunately, radio 
stations didn’t bite and the single 
languished in limbo until rockabilly 
collectors rediscovered it in the 70s.

 Hall recorded one other single, the 
conventional hillbilly weeper The Day You 
Walked Away or D Records in 1959.

Rare Cuts & 
Crazy Cats!

Although rockabilly was 
overwhelmingly guitar-
dominated, Jerry Lee Lewis 

brought his “pumping piano” to the 
party, expanding the idiom’s musical 
palette exponentially. 

Jerry Lee and his dad Elmo sold eggs 
to finance the trek from their native 
Louisiana up to Memphis, where The 
Killer auditioned for Sun A&R man Jack 
Clement in 1956. Before long, Lewis laid 
down an impromptu rendition of Ray 
Price’s Crazy Arms that Sam Phillips 
thought good enough to release as 
Jerry Lee’s debut. Nothing could have 
prepared Sam for the seismic impact 
of the Ferriday Fireball’s 1957 encore, a 
blazing treatment of the Roy Hall/Big 
Maybelle rocker Whole Lot Of Shakin’ 
Going On where his thundering boogie-
fired left hand and lascivious vocal were 
backed by guitarist Roland Janes and 

drummer JM Van Eaton. The Killer had 
an across-the-board smash, and Phillips 
had his new flagship artist. That status 
grew even more imposing when Great 
Balls Of Fire went atomic right behind it.

Hurling piano benches across stages 
and destroying his chosen instrument by 
standing on it or pounding its keyboard 
into submission with his foot, Jerry 
Lee looked unstoppable, his Breathless 
making it three successes in a row. Then 
it all came tumbling down, thanks to the 
discovery, during an eagerly anticipated 
European tour, that he was married to his 
teenage cousin. There were some lean 
years after that, but Jerry Lee prevailed. 
He made a triumphant comeback, first as 
a rocker, then invading the country field 
with even greater success. He’s weathered 
a fair amount of public scandal, but Lewis 
has never stopped rocking, never lived his 
life anyway but his own. 

Classic Cut GREAT BALLS OF FIRE 1957
Carl Perkins had a choice of two songs to lip-synch in Jamboree, but he 
picked Glad All Over leaving Great Balls Of Fire for Sun labelmate Jerry Lee. It 
rocketed to being a No.2 pop smash in the US and No.1 in the UK, reportedly 
moving over five million copies. Glad All Over didn’t even chart.

Jerry Lee Lewis
#3

The Ferriday Fireball, Jerry Lee 
Lewis, shook the music world with 

Whole Lot Of Shakin’ Going On
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B L A C K  C A D I L L A C
J O Y C E  G R E E N
1 9 5 9  V A D E N
Written and recorded by 19-year-old 
Joyce Green, Black Cadillac is one of the 
most aggressive and menacing rockers of 
the 50s. A native of Bradford, Arkansas, 
Green recorded her only single at the 
studios of radio station KLCN in nearby 
Blytheville. Released on the Arkansas-
based Vaden Records her vision of female 
menace didn’t catch on with listeners.

 Although credited to Green, the lyrics 
for Black Cadillac were largely based on 
the blues tune Going To Your Funeral In A 
V-8 Ford by Buddy Moss.

S P E E D  L I M I T
T O M M Y  L A M 
1 9 5 9  N A B O R
While rockabilly researchers have made 
great discoveries over the years, there are 
still a large number of records whose 
origins are clouded in mystery. Tommy 
Lam’s Speed Limit heads the list of 
insanely great rockin’ enigmas. Recorded 
in 1959 in Indianapolis, Indiana for the 
local Nabor Records, Lam was backed by 
local country band Bob Pauly And The 
Plantation Playboys. That’s about all that 
is known about Lam.

 Lam recorded one more record for 
Nabor, the syrupy 1959 teen pop release 
Blue Willow.

Rare Cuts & 
Crazy Cats!

JERRY LEE AND 

HIS DAD ELMO 

SOLD EGGS TO 

FINANCE THE 

TREK TO SUN 
STUDIO

The Killer had an across- 
the-board smash with  

Great Balls Of Fire in 1957
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Carl Perkins

L O V E  M E
T H E  P H A N T O M
1 9 6 0  D O T
Hailing from Leaksville, Mississippi, Marty 
Lott was so determined to become a 
singing sensation that he travelled to 
Hollywood, stalking pop star Pat Boone to 
pitch an Elvis-style ballad Lott had 
recorded in Alabama. Boone saw little 
promise in the ballad, but was knocked 
out by the rockabilly insanity on the flip 
side. Boone sold the song to his label and 
persuaded Lott to use the alias “The 
Phantom.” And thus a one-shot rockabilly 
legend was born. 

 According to Lott, Love Me was written 
in 10 minutes and captured in two takes.

B A L L I N ’  K E E N
B O B B Y  &  T E R R Y  C A R A W A Y
1 9 5 9  C R E S T
As a teenage hillbilly brother act in 1959, 
it should come as no surprise that the 
Caraway brothers aped the style of the 
Everlys for one side of their debut single. 
For the other side however, the 
Jonesboro, Arkansas duo changed course 
and went for pedal to the medal 
excitement with this blistering hot slice of 
frantic rockabilly. 

 Although Ballin’ Keen was not a hit, its 
rockabilly sound inspired an equally hot 
cover version by female rockabilly Sandy 
Lee on the Santa Fe label.

Rare Cuts & 
Crazy Cats!

If there were any justice in the 
rock and roll arena, Carl Perkins 
would have been every bit as 

big as Elvis. His rough-hewn brand of 
rockabilly busted right out of the juke 
joints and was rawer than that of Presley. 
Perkins also recorded for Sun and 
doubled on barbed-wire lead guitar. But 
Carl didn’t boast the matinee idol image 
that Elvis did. And at the instant his self-
penned smash Blue Suede Shoes was at 
its zenith in March of 1956, Perkins and 
his band – including his brothers Jay 
on rhythm guitar and Clayton on bass – 
were involved in an auto wreck en route 
to appear on Perry Como’s network TV 
show that put them on ice right when 
promotion of Blue Suede Shoes was 
imperative to launching Carl as a star. 
Perkins recovered physically, but his 
career never did.

Perkins’ earliest Sun waxings were as 
much hillbilly as rockabilly. But once he 
cut Blue Suede Shoes and its similarly 
tough flip side Honey, Don’t! the die was 
inexorably cast. 

His follow-ups Boppin’ The Blues, 
Dixie Fried and Matchbox were as 
purely distilled as rockabilly could get. 
But even lip-synching Glad All Over in 
the 1957 film musical Jamboree couldn’t 
restore him to the top of the charts. Carl 
defected to Columbia Records, where 
his muse mostly seemed to desert him, 
though Jive After Five and Pop, Let Me 
Have The Car still exhibited what made 
Perkins a heavyweight. 

The “Rockin’ Guitar Man” had a 
second act as Johnny Cash’s fretsman 
after Luther Perkins’ death, but his 
stratospheric reputation rests with his 
spectacular Sun catalogue.

Classic Cut HONEY, DON’T! 1955
The B-Side of Blue Suede Shoes is a true vision of transcendental hillbilly bop 
perfection. The Beatles were big fans of Perkins and recorded this in 1964 
after he had visited them while recording Beatles For Sale. Set the turntable 
on “repeat” and turn it up loud. “Git it, cat, let’s go now!”

#2

Paul McCartney claimed 
that “if there were no 
Carl Perkins, there 
would be no Beatles”
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IF THERE WERE ANY JUSTICE, CARL PERKINS WOULD HAVE BEEN EVERY BIT AS BIG AS ELVIS

 Blue Suede Shoes, Matchbox and 
Honey, Dont! are just a few classic 

Perkins tracks that made him such an 
important catalyst for rock’n’roll 
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Our No.1 is actually a no-
brainer – without Elvis 
Presley, the entire rockabilly 

movement may well have never gotten 
out of the starting gate. 

When Presley and his new musical 
cohorts, guitarist Scotty Moore and 
bassist Bill Black, convened at Sun 
Records in Memphis in July of 1954 in 
search of something commercial enough 
for Sam Phillips to release, they hit upon 
the perfect hybrid when they kicked into 
an impromptu rendition of bluesman 
Arthur “Big Boy” Crudup’s That’s All 
Right. It wasn’t blues, it wasn’t hillbilly, 
and it certainly didn’t qualify as pop. 

The term rockabilly hadn’t been 
coined yet, but that’s what it was. Plenty 
of other backwoods boppers were 
trafficking in similar territory (usually 
with a more pronounced country twang), 
yet Elvis instantly defined the genre 
with That’s All Right and its flip side, 

a recasting of Bill Monroe’s bluegrass 
standard Blue Moon Of Kentucky.

Elvis’ appeal was at least as much 
visual as it was auditory. Like Frank 
Sinatra before him, Presley was selling 
sex along with his voice; those swivel 
hips and adorable smile drove the gals 
crazy. But he also had the goods in the 
grooves, especially during his Sun days. 

 Good Rockin’ Tonight, Baby Let’s 
Play House and Mystery Train inspired 
countless disciples to follow in his 
footsteps. Once Presley signed with 
RCA Victor and started pumping out the 
product in 1956, the quality got a trifle 
spottier, but there were more lowdown 
Crudup covers as well as manic Little 
Richard rockers and his bump-and-grind 
takeoff on Big Mama Thornton’s Hound 
Dog just for starters. Moore’s leads 
became crunchier and more frenetic, 
drummer DJ Fontana provided the 
backbeat, and the “billy” was toned back.

Classic Cut THAT’S ALL RIGHT 1954
It’s convenient to say that rockabilly started with Elvis’ 1954 Sun debut, but 
for all intents, it did. Elvis loved the Mississippi blues of guitarist Arthur “Big 
Boy” Crudup and, at Phillips’ urging, Presley lit into his reworking with Bill 
Black’s slapped bass and Scotty Moore’s guitar. A legend is born. 

Elvis Presley
#1

HOTTER AND 
HOTTER
T H E  R O C K A B I L L Y  H O P E F U L S 
W H O  F O L L O W E D  E L V I S  
T O  T H E  S H R I N E  O F  S U N

When Sam Phillips launched Sun Records in 
1952, cottonpatch blues was the fledgling 
label owner’s primary passion, with an 
occasional detour into country. That 
changed when Elvis came into his life. He 
sold Presley to RCA Victor, confident that 
there were plenty more where he came 
from, and he was right. Country boys from 
all over the South sought out Sun’s modest 
headquarters, their hearts set on being the 
next Elvis. Along with Carl, Jerry Lee, and 
Roy, Sam signed Johnny Cash, whose 
unconventional sound was too country-
rooted to be lumped into the rockabilly 
brigade. But Mississippi-born Warren Smith 
had a real feel for the music. Ironically, Cash 
wrote Smith’s Sun debut, Rock ’N’ Roll 
Ruby, and Warren followed it up with the 
uproarious Ubangi Stomp. Arkansas native 
Billy Riley, was even more untamed than 
Smith and his crazed Flyin’ Saucers Rock & 
Roll and Red Hot rocked as hard as anything 
on Sun. Then there was Sonny Burgess, 
another Arkansas recruit, whose torrid 
sound was more R&B-influenced than that 
of the others. Sonny’s first Sun single, 
pairing We Wanna Boogie and Red Headed 
Woman sounded as though it was waxed at 
a drunken frat party. 

The King was the first to marry 
“black” and “white” genres 
on his cover of Arthur Crudup’s 
That’s All Right Mama
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ELVIS WAS SELLING SEX, BUT HE ALSO HAD THE GOODS IN THE GROOVES

A legend is born: Elvis 
Presley’s unique musical 
style rocketed him into  
the spotlight
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“The King of Rockabilly”, 
Carl Perkins  photographed 
in 1957, the year before  
he left Sun Records  
for Columbia
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After two frustrating years at Sun Records, 
Carl Perkins was desperate for a new start. 

His first album for Columbia was a failure in 
sales but a rockabilly triumph as he burned 

up the road to twang town.

W O R D S  B Y  R A N D Y  F O X

CARL PERKINS

By the start of 1959, Carl Perkins 
was ready for a change. After 
scoring one of the biggest-

selling singles of 1956 with Blue 
Suede Shoes for Sun Records, every 
attempt to follow-up on that success 
disappointed. Throughout 1957 and 
1958, Perkins cut one great record after 
another for Sun. At the same time, his 
labelmate Jerry Lee Lewis became the 
biggest star on the label. Every time 
Perkins was in Sun’s offices the talk 
was the same. “Jerry Lee is topping the 
charts! Jerry Lee is going to be on TV! 
Jerry Lee is headlining this tour!” All 
of Sun Records’ meagre resources were 
focused on making one artist a star, and it 
clearly was not Carl Perkins.

With that in mind, Perkins was thrilled 
when Don Law, the head of Columbia 
Records’ country division approached 
him in the fall of 1957 with an offer. 
Law wanted both Perkins and Johnny 

Cash to sign with Columbia when their 
Sun contracts expired in January 1958. 
He offered more money and the full 
promotional services of Columbia, one 
of the largest record labels in the world. 
Both Perkins and Cash signed on the line 
without consulting Sun Records head 
Sam Phillips or allowing the opportunity 
for a counter-offer.

Although the move to Columbia 
proved spectacular for Cash and 
established him as one of the biggest 
country stars in the world, Perkins’ time 
at Columbia Records was rocky and 
proved just as frustrating as his final 
years at Sun. The problems started with 
Perkins’ first Columbia single, Pink Pedal 
Pushers. Recorded on 3 February 1958 
at Owen Bradley’s studio in Nashville, 
the single performed moderately well 
on the country chart, rising to No.17 and 
sustaining a nine week run, but failed 
miserably as a pop record.

Despite this failure, Law was ready 
to press ahead. Surely Perkins could 
recapture the pop crowd’s attention. 
With that as the primary goal, Law 
booked Bradley’s studio for the evening 
of 3 June and the morning of 4 June 
1958. The goal was to cut Perkins’ next 
single and his first Columbia album. For 
the album, Law decided Perkins would 
cut an all-star line-up of rock’n’roll hits, 
adding his distinctive stamp on each one. 
There was no way anyone could mistake 
it for a country record.

ALL SHOOK UP!
As with his first Columbia session, 
Perkins brought his own band to 
Nashville — his brother Clayton Perkins 
on bass, drummer WS “Fluke” Holland 
and Thomas Cisco aka “Eddie Starr” on 
rhythm guitar. Jay Perkins, Carl’s other 
brother, had recently left the band due 
to ongoing medical problems. Jay’s 
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The fi rst LP Carl Perkins released after leaving Sun Records, 
Whole Lotta Shakin’ is an album of rock’n’roll standards 
for Columbia Records

CARL PERKINS
W H O L E  L O T T A  S H A K I N ’  •  1 9 5 8  •  C O L U M B I A

WHOLE LOTTA SHAKIN’ GOIN’ ON (DAVE WILLIAMS AND SUNNY DAVID)
TUTTI-FRUTTI (RICHARD PENNIMAN AND DOROTHY LABOSTRIE)

SHAKE, RATTLE AND ROLL (CHARLES CALHOUN)
SITTIN’ ON THE TOP OF THE WORLD (WALTER JACOBS AND LONNIE CARTER)

READY TEDDY (ROBERT BLACKWELL AND JOHN MARASCALCO)
LONG TALL SALLY (ENOTRIS JOHNSON, RICHARD PENNIMAN AND ROBERT BLACKWELL)

THAT’S ALL RIGHT (ARTHUR CRUDUP)
WHERE THE RIO DE ROSA FLOWS (JIMMIE LOGSDON AND VIC MCALPIN)
GOOD ROCKIN’ TONIGHT (ROY BROWN)
I GOT A WOMAN (RAY CHARLES AND RENALD RICHARD)
HEY, GOOD LOOKIN’ (HANK WILLIAMS)
JENNY, JENNY (ENOTRIS JOHNSON & RICHARD PENNIMAN)

The fi rst LP Carl Perkins released after leaving Sun Records, 

Family Records released them on The 
Classic Carl Perkins CD boxset.

Released in November 1958, the 
album Whole Lotta Shakin’ lacked any 
original Carl Perkins songs, but the 
distinctive Perkins rockabilly stamp 
was evident on every cut. The standard 
practice for Nashville sessions was to 
record four songs in each four-hour 
session. For the Whole Lotta Shakin’ 
sessions, Perkins and the band cut an 
amazing seven masters on 3 June and 
eight masters on 4 June. To capture that 
many songs, Perkins and the band had 
to burn through the album numbers, 
basically playing a short “concert” in the 
studio with a limited number of takes to 
nail each song. While this meant a few 
mistakes crept in, the fast pace generated 
a high level of excitement and urgency. 
What could have been a tiresome 
retread of hits became “a Rosetta Stone”, 
bridging the language gap between 
’billy-free rock’n’roll and absolutely pure 
200-proof Tennessee cat music.

Kicking off with Whole Lotta Shakin’ 
Goin’ On, Perkins and the band deliver 
a solid hillbilly bop beat. While Perkins 
eschewed the unhinged lasciviousness of 
Jerry Lee Lewis’ version (ironically the 
platter that raised the Ferriday Fireball’s 
fortunes above Perkins’ at Sun Records), 
Perkins delivers an urgent foot mover 
that would have fi lled the sawdust-
covered dance fl oors of West Tennessee 
honky tonks as he and his brothers had 
been doing for years.

Perkins turns up the tempo with the 
fi rst of four Little Richard covers to 
grace the album. Tutti-Frutti maintains 
much of the energy of the Georgia 
Peach’s original version while spicing it 
with Tennessee twang.

Perkins then tears into the Big Joe 
Turner/Bill Haley & The Comets 

stomper Shake, Rattle And Roll. It’s 
an out-of-control version, pushing the 
pedal to the metal as Perkins and the 
band careens through the song. Along 
the way, Perkins manages to butcher 
the lyrics of the song, dropping some 
lyrics and fusing Turner’s original with 
Haley’s sanitised version to create some 
surreal, voyeuristic lines like: “I’m like 
a one-eyed cat peeping in a seafood 
door!” The song also delivers a wild 
guitar solo from Perkins highlighting 
the new, twangier guitar sound he was 
pursuing by switching from the solid 
“brwaaang!” of a Gibson Les Paul to a 
Fender Stratocaster.

 Sittin’ On The Top Of The World 
was a country blues standard written 
by Walter Vinson and Lonnie Chatmon 
(under their pen names, Walter Jacobs 
and Lonnie Carter), and originally 
recorded by their band the Mississippi 
Sheiks in 1930. Over the years it became 
a standard on both sides of the musical 
colour line with versions by such diverse 
artists as Bob Wills And The Texas 
Playboys, Ray Charles, Bill Monroe and 
Howlin’ Wolf. It’s quite likely the song 
had long been a part of Perkins’ live sets. 
Perkins delivers a barreling rockabilly 
version with hot solos on the sax from 
Goodrich invoking the horn-driven 
strain of rockabilly nurtured by fellow 
Sun Records alum Sonny Burgess.

To close out Side 1, Carl pours a double 
shot of Little Richard songs. Kicking 
off with a patented shout of “Go, Cat, 
Go!” Perkins rips through a straight-up 
version of Ready Teddy with more sax 
accents from Goodrich. The music gets 
wilder on his hillbilly bop reading of 
Long Tall Sally. Taken from the fi rst day 
of recording, the track is cut sans-sax, 
but the lack of honkin’ allows Perkins 
and the band to really rip into the song.

illness and eventual death in October 
1958 was a result of the severe head 
injury he suffered in the March 1956 car 
crash that interrupted Carl’s rise to fame 
right at the moment of Blue Suede Shoes’ 
greatest popularity, an incident that 
continued to haunt Carl and brothers.

Cisco was an old friend and had 
fi lled in for Jay on previous occasions. 
In addition to Perkins’ band, Nashville 
session man, Marvin Hughes provided 
pumping piano throughout the two 
sessions while saxophonist Andrew 
Goodrich joined the band for the second 
day of recording.

The assembled group cut 12 sides 
for the planned album along with two 
new non-Perkins compositions aimed 
squarely at the teen market – Pop, 
Let Me Have The Car and Levi Jacket 
(And A Long Tail Shirt) that would 
comprise his next Columbia single. 
They also cut two fi rst-class rockers that 
Columbia chose not to release — the 
Perkins-penned Because You’re Mine 
and the non-Perkins composition You 
Were There. They remained locked in 
Columbia’s vault until 1990 when Bear 

42 VINTAGE ROCK

1950S ROCKABILLY: CLASSIC ALBUM

VR32.carlperkins.SENT.indd   42 27/09/2017   16:00



BOPPIN’ BEYOND ELVIS
Flipping the disc, Perkins opens side two 
with a blistering hot version of That’s 
All Right. Although it was recorded 
almost four years after Elvis Presley’s 
monumental version for Sun Records, it’s 
a glimpse into a parallel universe where 
the Perkins Brothers Band was in the 
Sun Studio that hot summer night in July 
1954, instead of Elvis, Scotty and Bill, and 
someone said: “How about we try that 
Arthur Crudup blues tune?” 

Not only does the recording serve as a 
perfect example of the contrast between 
Perkins-bop and Presley-rock, but it also 
illustrates deep hillbilly strain buried in 
Perkins’ musical DNA. 

In 1958, Perkins was still producing 
100 percent rough-hewed rockabilly,  
a very different brew from the powerful 
but polished rock’n’roll of songs like  
I Got Stung and I Need Your Love  
Tonight which Elvis would cut just  
one week after Perkins’ Whole Lotta 
Shakin’ sessions.

Where The Rio De Rosa Flows had 
been a regional hit for country singer 
Jimmie Logsdon in the summer of 1957 
under his rockabilly nom de plume of 
“Jimmy Lloyd”.

Perkins then turns his attention to 
the Hank Williams classic Hey, Good 
Lookin’. The “sock rhythm” that 
Williams built many of his honky tonk 
classics upon proved to be the bedrock of 
rockabilly, and this was another probable 
staple of Perkins’ live sets, long before 
he stepped foot in Sun Records. Again, 
Perkins brings hot guitar solos and an 
ample supply of hillbilly swing sure to 
fill the dance floors.

Perkins heads back to Little Richard 
country for the closing cut of the album 
with Jenny, Jenny, Opening with a 
classic Perkins guitar signature, he 
applies rockabilly reserve to the 

“Lloyd” doubly secured his rockabilly 
legacy in 1958 with the scorcher I Got  
A Rocket In My Pocket.

Perkins speeds up the tempo a bit 
without sacrificing any of the cool, 
country swing of the original while also 
incorporating a pair of tasty guitar solos. 

Perkins returns to the Presley 
playbook for a Perkins-fried take on 
the Roy Brown/Wynonie Harris classic 
(and Elvis’ second single) Good Rockin’ 
Tonight. While not as awe-inspiring  
as Perkins’ version of That’s All Right, 
it’s yet another example of Perkins 
burning his singular brand onto a well-
known song. 

Refusing to let up on the tempo, the 
Ray Charles rocker, I Got A Woman is  
up next. Goodrich’s honking sax along 
with the rhythm section provides a 
driving tempo for the gospel-flavored 
rave up. 

Perkins delivers the lyrics masterfully, 
gradually ratcheting the excitement 
through the instrumental break and 
releasing the catch for the final smoking 
wind-down.

WHOLE LOTTA SHAKIN’ 
LACKED ANY ORIGINAL 
SONGS, BUT THE 
DISTINCTIVE PERKINS 
ROCKABILLY STAMP WAS 
EVIDENT ON EVERY CUT. 
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Clayton Perkins, Carl Perkins, Fluke 
Holland and Jay Perkins during the 
recording of Jamboree, (known as Disc 
Jockey Jamboree in the UK), the 1957 
rock’n’roll film directed by Roy Lockwood
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tempo, building the excitement on 
each verse, not through bombast but by 
teetering on the edge of chaos..

AN UNDERVALUED CLASSIC
Whole Lotta Shakin’ proved to be 
another disappointment in sales as the 
album failed to make a dent on the charts. 
The album was not released until 1966 
in the UK under the title A Whole Lotta 
Carl Perkins on the CBS budget reissue 
“Realm Series” after Perkins gained a 
British following thanks to his frequent 
touring in the country.

In retrospect, the failure of the Whole 
Lotta Shakin’ album was more than 
just an example of Columbia failing to 

Some artists — Elvis Presley, Chuck 
Berry and Buddy Holly — proved 
very adept at maintaining rock’n’roll 
excitement while also knocking off a 
few rough edges, but an artist like Carl 
Perkins was rockabilly born and bred. 

No amount of studio polishing or 
songs like Pop, Let Me Have The 
Car would enable Perkins to return 
to superstardom. In the long term, 
Perkins’ rockabilly pedigree assured 
him legendary status as the most 
quintessential hillbilly cat, but in the 
short term, it led to years of struggle  
and frustrations.

Whole Lotta Shakin’ is not a classic 
album in the sense of breaking new 
ground or producing classic new songs. 
It was simply 32 minutes of purest, 
high-performance rockabilly by one of 
the greatest artists to ever rock the bop. 
Drop it on the platter, set the needle 
down and turn it up loud!

understand Perkins’ amazing talents. 
Carl Perkins had been at ground zero 
of the rockabilly explosion as young, 
post-war country fans sought music 
they could dance to and musicians like 
Perkins began grafting the beat of R&B 
on to hillbilly music. 

When Blue Suede Shoes stormed 
the charts in early 1956, there was 
a brief moment where the walls 
separating country, pop and R&B came 
tumbling down and almost anything 
seemed possible. Once the dust settled, 
rockabilly and pure R&B had a limited 
audience and the big money was to 
be made by appealing to the teenage 
rock’n’roll crowd.

WHOLE LOTTA SHAKIN’ IS 32 MINUTES OF PUREST, 
HIGH-PERFORMANCE ROCKABILLY BY ONE OF THE 
GREATEST ARTISTS TO EVER ROCK THE BOP 

Jerry Lee Lewis, Carl Perkins, 
Elvis Presley and Johnny Cash  
as “The Million Dollar Quartet” 
during a night jam session at 
Sun Studios in 1956 
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WS “FLUKE” HOLLAND ON CARL PERKINS
Rock’n’roll drum legend WS “Fluke” Holland backed Johnny Cash, Elvis and Carl  
Perkins over many years, but he remembers these sessions as very special indeed 

WS “Fluke” Holland began his 
musical career with pure horseplay. 
As a friend of the Perkins brothers 
he would often join them on stage, 
beating on the side of Clayton 
Perkins’ bass for fun. That fun 
turned serious in October 1954, 
when Carl Perkins told Holland to 
find a drum kit and be ready to 
play in a week on Perkins’ first Sun 
session. Holland spent the next six 
years backing Perkins and then 
joined Johnny Cash’s band in 1960, 
where Holland kept a steady 
“boom-chicka-boom” rolling for 
the Man In Black until Cash’s death 
in 2003. At the age of 82, Holland is 
still laying down a rockabilly beat 
with the WS Holland Band.

Do you have a preference for  
the earlier Sun material Carl 

Perkins recorded over the 
Columbia material?
I like everything we recorded 
because it was all something that 
was different from what other 
people were doing. Everything that 
happened at Sun, was just the way 
it turned out. None of us knew 
what we were doing. I don’t know 
if anybody was what you’d call a 
really good, or knowledgeable, 
player. It turned out to be 
something great.

When Carl started recording for 
Columbia Records in 1958, did 
the material change from what 
he was recording at Sun?
The Sun Record stuff was good, but 
when we went to Columbia there 
was something happening in that 
studio and that whole session that 

was a little different from the other 
stuff we did. I don’t know if it was 
because we had actually learned  
to play better. For sure we thought 
we’d learned to play by then. I 
listen to that album now every so 
often and it’s hard to believe that 
was us. We were cookin’ on that 
session. It’s some of my favourite 
stuff that I’ve ever played on.

Was Don Law very “hands on” in 
his production style?
He just let us play whatever we 
wanted to play. It was a lot like  
Sun as far as set-up — just a group 
out on the floor. Of course, one of 
the things that really made it 
happen was that we had two extra 
guys on the session — Marvin 
Hughes on the piano and Andy 
Goodrich on the saxophone. 

For a lot of music fans, Carl 
Perkins will always be the ‘King 
of Rockabilly’; did Carl see his 
music as different from other 
rock’n’rollers of the time?
When we started out none of us 
talked about rock’n’roll or rock 
anything. Rock Around The Clock 
was a big hit, but I don’t remember 
hearing anyone use rock as a name 
for a certain type of music. We just 
described our music as either slow 
or up tempo. Around the time Blue 
Suede Shoes came out, somebody 
thought to use the word rock’n’roll. 
Later we heard the word rockabilly 
and thought it was made up by 
somebody up North who was 
making fun of us — calling us 
hillbillies. I understand it now, but 
we sure didn’t like that name at  
the time! 

“WE WERE COOKIN’ ON THAT SESSION. 
IT’S SOME OF MY FAVOURITE STUFF 

THAT I’VE EVER PLAYED ON.” 
WS “FLUKE” HOLLAND
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Rockabilly underwent 
a huge revival in 
Britain during the 70s 
and early-80s, and even 
welcomed American 
strays with open arms. 
Vintage Rock revisits 
the days when a bunch 
of Teds, Welsh rockers 
and 50s throwbacks 
invaded a baffl ed Top 
Of The Pops and won...

Don Maclean, in his 1971 hit 
American Pie, reckoned the 
plane crash taking the lives 

of Buddy Holly, The Big Bopper and 
Ritchie Valens in February 1959 was 
“the day the music died.” It’s been a line 
peddled by lazy scribes ever since. What 
a load of rubbish. A better candidate 
would be the dread day in May 1967 
when The Beatles released Sgt. Pepper’s 
Lonely Hearts Club Band. That was 
“real” rock’n’roll shot dead in its tracks, 
no questions asked. 

The truth is, you only need to listen 
to the later efforts of the likes of Gene 
Vincent and Little Richard to see how 
they struggled to adapt themselves to 
changing tastes in the post-Pepper 

 Rock � is 
Town!

W O R D S  B Y  J A C K  H A W K I N S

Teddy boys at the legendary 
Wembley Stadium concert in 
1972, headlined by the likes of 
Haley and his Comets, Jerry Lee 
Lewis, Bo Diddley, Chuck Berry 
and Little Richard
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period. Listen to some of Bill Haley’s 
recordings for the Sonet label in the 70s, 
and it’s plain that it was often hard to 
source American session musicians who 
still could, or were willing to, play in a 
swinging style. 

Yet the public’s appetite for the music 
hadn’t really gone, certainly not in the 
UK. In 1968, Rock Around The Clock 
was re-released as a single and made the 
UK Top 20. A Haley And The Comets 
tour that year was rapturously received. 
A shorter visit by Gene Vincent in 1969 
was another shot in the arm. And in 
clubs and pubs around the country new 
British bands were forming, fuelled 
by an undiluted love of 50s and early-
60s-style rock’n’roll. It was this British 
underground scene, supported by ever 
loyal Teds, that kept the music alive at 
a time when the American market had 
almost totally forsaken it. 

ROCKABILLY’S SECOND COMING
A massive moment was a Wembley 
Stadium concert in 1972, headlined 
by the likes of Haley and his Comets, 
Jerry Lee Lewis, Bo Diddley, Chuck 
Berry and Little Richard. It drew a 
suitably football-sized audience. 
These shows, lapped up by fans, 
were just as vital in allowing 
younger British rock’n’rollers 
a chance to perform alongside 

their heroes, watching their methods of 
building a show and working a crowd, 
and studying their techniques 
as musicians. 

The Wild Angels, formed in 1967, were 
one of the earliest spearheads of the 
revival, supporting the likes of Haley, 

Duane Eddy, Gene Vincent on their 
UK tours. 

Frontman Mal Gray, who sadly died 
this year, went on to work with the 
American rock’n’roll and doo-wop 
revivalists Sha Na Na, and was even 
Haley’s band leader on his fi nal shows
 in 1979 and 1980. 

Another excellent, and very 
noisy, band from the period, The 
Houseshakers, not only opened the 

celebrated 1972 Wembley show, but 
backed Diddley and Berry. 

Like The Wild Angels, they also 
worked with Gene Vincent. Lead 
vocalist Graham Fenton, who had 
gained earlier experience working 
alongside maverick British rocker 
Freddie “Fingers” Lee, idolised 

“IT WAS THIS BRITISH 
UNDERGROUND SCENE, 

SUPPORTED BY LOYAL TEDS, 
THAT KEPT THE MUSIC ALIVE”

Gene Vincent with The Wild Angels, who 
were his backup band during a comeback 
tour of the UK, pictured on Top Of The Pops 

British rock’n’rollers packed 
into Wembley Stadium in 1972 for 
The London Rock and Roll Show

The Houseshakers, featuring 
vocalist Graham Fenton (left), 
perform live on stage at the 
Roundhouse in London in 1972 
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S H A K I N ’  S T E V E N S 
&  T H E  S U N S E T S
A  L E G E N D

This great live band was inexperienced in a 
studio setting, but producer Dave Edmunds 
recognised rawness was part of the appeal 
on this debut album from 1970. Generally 
delivering spiky covers of classics (Leroy, 
Lonesome Train and The Train Kept-A Rollin’), 
they were no one-man band, with Shaky 
handing over the mic to Rockin’ Louie for 
three tracks. 

M A T C H B O X
M A T C H B O X
Their Magnet debut album Matchbox is 
their best, containing the singles Black 
Slacks, Rockabilly Rebel and Buzz Buzz A 
Diddle It, plus another Matchbox favourite, 
Hurricane, with its buzzsaw guitar plus, 
among the bonus tracks, Palisades Park. 
Their cut of Buddy Holly’s Tell Me How was 
testimony to the band’s feel for classic 
rock’n’roll. A band that knew how to have 
fun: check out their superb version of Jerry 
Reed’s Lord Mr Ford. 

C R A Z Y  C A V A N  &  T H E 
R H Y T H M  R O C K E R S
R O C K A B I L I T Y

Most of these guys’ albums do the job but 
Rockability, their fi rst album for Charly, just 
gets the nod. They had a sparse, hard-driving 
sound, aided by the electric bass, and their 
self-penned songs were framed round Cavan 
Grogan’s leering vocal menace and Lyndon 
Needs’ lean, mean licks. Stompin’ Shoes 
and the minimalist gem Delores are cases 
in point. 

T H E  J E T S
1 0 0 %  C O T T O N
The Stray Cats and The Polecats may have 
cast their claws wider, but if you wanted a hit 
making revival band that stayed truly loyal to 
the 50s sound, the three Cotton brothers from 
Northampton were your best bet. This, their 
second EMI album, was their biggest seller. It 
had three of their biggest singles Yes Tonight 
Josephine, Love Makes The World Go Round 
and The Honeydripper. Self-penned numbers 
like I’m Just A Score, Your Heart, Love Bug and 
Hideaway are now classics in their own right. 

ROCKABILLY REVIVAL
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M A T C H B O X

C R A Z Y  C A V A N  &  T H E 

T H E  J E T S

REVIVAL MOVERS & SHAKERS

and was massively infl uenced by 
Vincent’s vocal infl ections. 

The Houseshakers also boasted an 
excellent lead guitarist, Terry Clemson, 
formerly of The Downliners. But after 
cutting an album Demolition Rock for 
the Contour label in 1972, Fenton and 
Clemson left to form The Hellraisers, 
who played in a very similar style. These 
cats knew what they were doing. It 
became fashionable later to lament the 
way the early revivalists favoured an 
electric bass, but it gave them a tough, 
powerful, driving sound that now gives
it its own period appeal.

Over in Penarth, South Wales, The 
Backbeats had built a strong regional 
following before one Michael Barratt 
joined them in 1968. Recognising the 
young man’s crowd-pleasing frontman 
potential, the band were renamed 
Shakin’ Stevens And The Sunsets, going 
on to support The Rolling Stones and cut 
several good albums. They were dogged 
by ill luck, however. Dave Edmunds 
produced their A Legend album in 1970, 
and liked one of their songs, a new 
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recording of Smiley Lewis’ I Hear You 
Knocking so much, he went off and cut 
his own version. Edmunds’ was the hit 
version, much to the chagrin of The 
Sunsets, who deserved better. Just one 
of many setbacks for a great band.

Other stalwarts among the revivalists 
were the Flying Saucers (featuring Pete 
Pritchard, still a rated player), CSA and 
Dave Travis. As well as backing Jack 
Scott, Warren Smith, Charlie Feathers 
and Buddy Knox at the misleadingly 
named, but pivotal, Sun Sounds Show at 
the Rainbow Theatre in London in 1977, 
Travis also worked and recorded with 
such as Sonny Burgess and Eddie Bond. 
His label Stomper Time keeps the candle 
alight with re-releases of material by the 
likes of Narvel Felts and Eddie Bond.

But perhaps the most notorious 
of all the early revival bands was 
another Welsh outfi t, Crazy Cavan And 
The Rhythm Rockers. Their leading 
personnel had been together since the 
mid-60s, and even though they were the 
warm-up act at the Sun Sounds Show, 
they already had a big Teds following. 
Unlike a lot of the revivalists they were 
adept at writing their own material and, 
powered by charismatic lead singer 
Cavan Grogan and guitarist Lyndon 
Needs, they developed a distinctive 
style. Their sound wasn’t to everyone’s 
taste, but if you were into it, it was 
totally compelling. 

ON TO THE CHARTS
With a steady stream of vintage 
American rockabilly reissues 

coming out on vinyl as the 70s wore 
on, the British scene was getting bigger, 
attracting younger fans, and new 
wave-ish bands too, like Whirlwind 
and the sharp-looking Levi Dexter 
And The Rockats. 

Shotgun, vastly more experienced, 
had the unsinkable drummer Wild Bob 
Burgos, a man who seems to have worked 
with just everyone in a continuously 
productive career. 

What none of these bands managed 
was to cross over on to the national 
stage. This required a degree of luck and 
the commercial pop savvy many on the 
scene have always despised. 

Left to lead the way were Matchbox, 
an older band which had gone through 
some personnel changes and now had 
ex-Houseshaker Graham Fenton on lead 
vocals, and Shakin’ Stevens, who had 
unceremoniously broken off his ties with 
The Sunsets after success in the title role 
of the musical Elvis. 

Matchbox’s Rockabilly Rebel, released 
in November 1979, an original song 
written by guitarist Steve Bloomfi eld, 
rose to No.19 in the pop charts, the fi rst 
of eight singles from the band to make 
into the Top 100. These including a new 
version of Freddy Cannon’s Buzz Buzz 
A Diddle It, Midnite Dynamos (another 
Matchbox original) and the band’s take 
on the old Crickets’ favourite When You 
Ask About Love. 

For a non-scene youngster, who’d 
been taken in by the 50s ambience 

of the Grease soundtrack and had 
started picking up reissues of old 
Buddy Holly, Eddie Cochran and 
Jerry Lee Lewis records, seeing 
a modern-day band playing 
rockabilly on Top Of The Pops 

“THE BRITISH SCENE 
WAS GETTING BIGGER, 

ATTRACTING YOUNGER FANS, 
AND NEW WAVE-ISH BANDS”

A teddy boy sports an immaculate 
quiff and ‘Slim Jim’ tie during The 
London Rock and Roll Show in 1972

Shakin’ Stevens’ chart 
breakthrough came with a 

cleverly re-worked version of 
Buck Owens’ Hot Dog in 1980
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The Stray Cats legacy wouldn’t be so 
easily forgotten. Their biggest British 
hits, Runaway Boys, Rock This Town and 
Stray Cat Strut were bought by teenagers 
who probably had never before picked 
up a rockabilly disc in their life. While 
some probably never did again, it also 
broadened the audience for rockabilly. 

With The Stray Cats signed to Arista 
and The Polecats on Parlophone, as well 
as The Jets on EMI and The Stargazers 
on Epic, the latter two much loved bands 
favouring a more traditional 50s sound 
and look, real rock’n’roll seemed back 
in vogue. 

Other good rockabilly, or what would 
become known as neo-rockabilly, 
bands at this time included The Shakin’ 
Pyramids, The Blue Cats, and Restless. 
Unfortunately, the commercial bubble 
burst all too quickly, as the bigger labels 
tried to push their signings too far in the 
direction of pop. Safe to say though, if it 
hadn’t been for all these revival bands 
and their followers who’d kept their 
faith through the grim years of fl ower 
power pop, progressive rock and disco, 
we might not be reading this magazine 
today. We owe them an incredible debt.  

was a total revelation, fi xing an image 
that would never die. 

Shakin’ Stevens’ chart breakthrough 
was almost simultaneous with that of 
Matchbox, Hot Dog, a Buck Owens song, 
creeping into the lower reaches of the 
chart in March 1980. 

Shaky’s fi rst Top 20 hit, Marie Marie, 
made No.19 in August of that year, and 
the only way was up for him for the fi rst 
half of the 80s. 

The Brits truly were leading the way, 
because over in the States, The Stray 
Cats, feeling almost alone in delivering 
their super-charged take on rockabilly 

in New York clubs, with zero planning, 
hopped on a plane to London on the 
strength of learning of the scene, keen 
to grab a piece of the action. 

They already had their chops down 
from regular gigging in New York and, 
after a dodgy start, created a huge stir. 
They had a sense of danger and rough-
edged charm that cut through all the 
usual parameters into the mainstream. 

For a while, the British music press 
couldn’t get enough of them before 
they got bored and, in their usual way, 
chewed them up, spat them out, and 
moved on to their next fancy. 

The Brian Setzer-fronted Stray Cats, 
released their self-titled debut in 
the UK in 1981 on Arista Records
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Playing rockabilly with a punk sense of 

anarchy, The Polecats helped revive the 

genre for a whole new generation
Playing rockabilly with a punk sense of 

POLECATS 
ARE GO! 
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Punk rock energy: The 
Polecats live at Camden’s 

Dingwalls in 1980 

THE POLECATS
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A nyone who started listening 
to music in the 70s will have 
their own point of entry 

into the British rockabilly revival. 
Maybe it was hearing the clanky guitar 
and muffled, throbbing rhythm of 
Hank Mizell’s Jungle Rock that did it, 
as the reissued 1958 rocker soared up 
the singles chart in the spring of 1976. 
The retro sound of Billy Swan’s I Can 
Help, a hit a couple of years earlier in 
1974, might also have sown a few seeds. 
And if you were privy to your father’s 
collection of 78s, discovering Bill Haley 
And His Comets’ (We’re Gonna) Rock 
Around The Clock, with its incredible, 
reverberating acoustics, was a life-
changing experience. For others, it may 
have been seeing the movie American 
Graffiti or That’ll Be The Day. 

Old Teds maintain that proper 
rock’n’roll never went away anyway, 
just biding its time underground until 
the pretensions of psychedelia and prog 
rock burnt themselves out. Glam often 
had a kitschy rock’n’roll element to 
it, especially bands like Mud and The 
Rubettes. White British doo-wop outfits 
like Rocky Sharpe And The Replays, and 
Darts were very successful towards the 
end of the 70s. Hard rockin’ revivalists 
like Shakin’ Stevens And The Sunsets, 
The Wild Angels, The Houseshakers, 
Crazy Cavan And The Rhythm Rockers, 
Matchbox and Flying Saucers had long 
amassed big live gig followings without 
getting a hit.

READY STEADY GO! 
By the late-70s, rockabilly truly was 
spilling over into the mainstream. 
Meanwhile, in the hilly heights of north-
west London, a clutch of lads from the 
Mill Hill area, eventually to find fame as 
The Polecats, were honing their chops 
on the local circuit, while absorbing the 
proliferating number of record releases 
of vintage rock’n’roll. Their eventual 
success would help bring a real, if short 
lived, commercial focus to the revival. 
It would also deliver what can now be 
seen as one of the classic albums of neo-
rockabilly, Polecats Are Go! 

That statement may be sneered at, 
because The Polecats have long-divided 
opinion, but before you jump on the 
bandwagon, it’s worth remembering 
that they were much younger than the 
previously mentioned bands, and were 
a product of their age. They drew on a 

range of influences. “The first records I 
ever bought were Wizzard’s See My Baby 
Jive, and Bowie’s Life On Mars,” slap 
bass player Phil Bloomberg, alias Phil 
Polecat, told Vintage Rock a couple of 
years ago. Phil, along with vocalist Tim 
Worman, and guitarist Boz Boorer, is one 
of the three founder members who still 
play in the four-piece line-up, John Buck 
having come in on drums in the late-80s. 
Phil continued: “Mott The Hoople and 
Roxy Music were also big favourites of 
mine, and we were all T. Rex fans.”

THESE PHOTOGENIC TEENS 
HAD FLAT TOPS AND WORE 
MASCARA. THEY HAD 
DISTINCT APPEAL, BUT IT 
WAS NOT AN IMAGE TO 
GARNER FAVOUR WITH 
THE OLD TED AUDIENCES

In 1983, The Polecats hit the charts in the United States with their song Make A Circuit With Me
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CULT HEROES
Two CDs offer an insight into The 
Polecats’ music before it was given 
the big label gloss. Not Nervous! 
has remastered demos from the 
band’s early days, before the band 
personnel formalised. 

As Steve Hooker says in the 
sleevenotes, although they must 
have been infl uenced by the older 
teddy boy bands on the circuit, even 

at this point they were going right 
back into the mists of time for 
source material, from Jimmie 
Rodgers’ Travelin’ Blues to Spin The 
Bottle, by Benny Joy. There’s also 
Piano Red’s much covered Right 
String Baby, But The Wrong Yo-Yo, 
Eddie Bond’s Slip, Slip, Slippin’ In, 
and Gene Vincent’s Baby Blue. Up A 
Lazy River, an unlikely song by 
Vincent on his fi rst Capitol album. 
Bluejean Bop!, is Boz and Phil 

jamming in their school music 
room. Meanwhile, Cult Heroes has 
the pre-Mercury recordings of 
Rockabilly Guy and Marie Celeste, 
and also other band originals like 
High-rise Rockabilly, Chicken Shack, 
Rockin’ All Nite, and a blistering 
version of Big Green Car, another 
song they remade for Polecats Are 
Go! An intriguing insight into their 
early enthusiasm and feel for 
hillbilly bop.

SMELLS LIKE TEEN SPIRIT
Another thing is that they formed in 
the punk era. They were into Sham 69, 
The Clash, Generation X and Ramones. 
You can still see that infl uence in the 
energy of their live shows today. But they 
also had a real ear for the spirit of early 
rockabilly, especially demonstrated in 
Boz’s lead guitar playing, and the fact 
that Phil played an upright bass, rather 
than the electric bass favoured by many 
of the earlier revivalists. 

The band’s fi rst public gigs were in 
1977. As a sign of the times, they went 
under the punkish name of The Cult 
Heroes. It was their fi rst drummer Chris 
Hawkes who came up with their eventual 
name. The Polecats were never into 
making stale 50s rockabilly homages as 
shown in their early demos. Self-penned 
songs like Rockabilly Guy, High-rise 
Rockabilly and Chicken Shack offered 
up a very English take on hillbilly bop. 
Rockabilly Guy, backed by Chicken 
Shack, was their fi rst single. It was 
produced by Alan Warner, formerly of 
soulful 60s popsters The Foundations, 
and released by the infl uential DJ, 

overhead shot of the four-piece band 
with their instruments superimposed 
on an image of a record stylus. These 
photogenic teens had fl at tops and wore 
mascara. They had distinct appeal, but it 
was not an image to garner favour with 
the old Ted audiences. 

REBEL REBEL
The album featured their two early 
charting Mercury singles which had got 
them nationwide attention. There was 
plenty of disapproval among the more 
insular members of the rockabilly scene 
after the release of the fi rst of these, an 
original take on David Bowie’s John, I’m 
Only Dancing. Fair enough, the approach 
of Bowie, who once said he got song 
ideas by throwing bits of paper with 
words on them up into the air and seeing 
what order they landed in, was not a 
creative process that any self-respecting 
rockabilly would admit to. But The 
Polecats version of the song was simple 
genius, stripping it of the Bowie studio 
engineering effects, and taking it back 
to its essentials as an elemental 
rock’n’roll number. 

Rockin’ Roy Williams on his Nervous 
label in 1979. 

The earliest Polecats material has the 
same kind of rough, earnest lo-fi  charm 
as the primitive rockabilly that was 
being put out by the tiny independent 
labels of the Southern states of the US 
who followed in Sun’s footsteps from the 
mid-50s. But Polecats Are Go!, released 
on Phonogram’s Mercury label in 1981, 
had a fi nished, big label sheen. The 
band’s profi le was already on the up by 
the time they had signed to Phonogram, 
but there’s no doubt that the media focus 
on The Stray Cats, following on from the 
chart success enjoyed by slightly older 
performers like of Matchbox and Shakin’ 
Stevens, had alerted bigger labels to the 
desirability of signing rockabilly bands.

The album title was a reference to 
Gerry Anderson’s Thunderbirds Are Go!, 
a big infl uence of Tim, an art student 
who would later move into fi lm and 
music video production design. The 
sleeve cover, designed by Assorted 
iMaGes, who also did art work for The 
Buzzcocks and Duran Duran, was an 
eye-catcher. The front featured a posed 

In 1980 the band signed to Mercury Records, and released 
their most successful LP, Polecats Are Go! the next year

POLECATS
P O L E C A T S  A R E  G O !  •  1 9 8 1  •  M E R C U R Y

TIM WORMAN (LEAD VOCALS, GUITAR), BOZ BOORER (LEAD GUITAR, VOCALS, PIANO, SAXOPHONE), PHIL BLOOMBERG (SLAP BASS), NEIL ROONEY (DRUMS)

 HOW HIGH THE MOON
RED, READY, AMBER

DON’T CRY BABY
 MARIE CELESTE
 BLACK MAGIC
 DON’T PUSH
  WE SAY YEAH

LITTLE PIG
RUNNING BACK
BIG GREEN CAR
ROCKABILLY GUY
BABY DOLL
ALL NIGHT LONG
JOHN I’M ONLY DANCING
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It spent eight weeks on the charts, 
peaking at No.35. An appearance on 
Top Of The Pops had Tim miming the 
vocals, but it’s actually Box singing on the 
record, though Tim does contribute the 
blood-curdling scream.

Rockabilly Guy was the band’s second 
single, a re-recording of the earlier 
Nervous single, this time with Tim on 
vocals. The song was written, and sung 
on that first version, by Phil Polecat, and 
was semi-autobiographical, featuring 
a line about “going to the Royalty,” 
the fabled North London rock’n’roll 
venue that, as rockabilly rebels, they 
frequented. Although Tim’s vocal style, 
with its screams and squeals, added 
another dimension, the album version 
isn’t necessarily superior, though it has 
a more obvious commercial gloss, and 
again reached No.35 on the pop chart. 
The album producer Dave Edmunds 

boyish, double-tracked vocal sailing 
away over the infectious rhythm and 
Boz’s ringing guitar. 

They then tore into Red, Ready Amber, 
a Polecats original. The lyrics didn’t just 
capture their sense of humour, but also 
their Englishness. 

Don’t Cry Baby, written by Boz, with 
a big thumping bassline, was a great 
example of rockabilly brought up to date 
for the 80s. It was superbly arranged, but 
the following track Marie Celeste was 
even better. The one song on the album 
produced by Tony Visconti, who had 
worked with T. Rex and David Bowie, to 
this day, it’s probably the best, and best 
loved, thing the band has ever done. 

When they first recorded it a year or so 
earlier, it had been the first studio track 
that Tim, a couple of years younger than 
Boz and Phil, had been allowed to sing 
on. A kind of collective composition, it 
encapsulates the band’s quirky flair. Its 
origins lay in a half-finished Neil Rooney 
song set in a major key, called Rockin’ & 
Rollin’ On The Mississippi. According 
to Phil: “We put it into a minor key and 
changed the words, which were too 
American. Boz came up with a great 
riff, I came in with my walking bass, 
and when Tim starts singing the effect 
is weird and eerie.” Again, Edmunds’ 
production was good, but forget any 
notion that the Polecats were entirely 
dependent on his expertise, great though 
it was. The earlier version of Marie 
Celeste, recorded at the Pathway Studios 
under Roy Williams and Stuart Wester, 
has the same ghoulish spirit.

The non-original songs on the album, 
such as Big Green Car and Little Pig, 
had been part of The Polecats’ live 
dates for some time, and they were 
clearly comfortable with them. It 
was a testimony to the quality of the 
material that you couldn’t tell what was 
a resurrected 50s number from a new 
song. Running Back, for instance, was 
another piece of Boz Boorer-composed 
classic rockabilly, whereas Don’t Push, 
the only track on the album to have 
saxophones on it, had been obscure Don 
Deal recording from 1957, only issued on 
UK label Chiswick Records in 1977. 

 What a shame this was their only 
album for Mercury, as the commercial 
rockabilly revival bubble quickly burst. 
Artistically speaking, however, their 
work has stood the test of time. That has 
to count as some kind of compensation.

had also produced The Stray Cats’ 
eponymous debut LP, and there’s a hint 
that he may have been trying to repeat 
the magic with the Polecats album. 
Boz’s opening lick on Rockabilly Guy 
was instantly recognisable, and the song 
became a Polecats signature tune.

Once again, the purists took exception 
as they pranced around on Top Of The 
Pops, missing the fact that the song was 
as true to the spirit of the genre as any 
release by the likes of Vern Pullens or 
Don Willis back in the day.  

ROCKA-ROCKA-ROCKA-ROCKABILLY
The unique personality of The Polecats 
as a unit was evident from the first 
track of the album. This was a striking 
reworking of the old Benny Goodman 
swing era standard and hit for Les Paul 
and Mary Ford, How High The Moon, 
taken at a speedy tempo, with Tim’s 

ROCKABILLY GUY WAS BECAME A POLECATS SIGNATURE 
TUNE. ONCE AGAIN, THE PURISTS TOOK EXCEPTION AS 
THEY PRANCED AROUND ON TOP OF THE POPS

In the early-80s The Polecats had UK chart success with a David Bowie cover, John, I’m Only Dancing, a reworking of 
Rockabilly Guy, and another cover version of the T. Rex (Marc Bolan) song Jeepster 
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A ROUND WITH BOZ BOORER
The Polecats’ lead guitarist and writer of many of their songs is 
also Morrissey’s musical director and lead guitarist. He has released 
many albums under his own name, usually fi red by his love of 
American rock’n’roll. Here he talks about the ongoing success story 
that is The Polecats… 

There’s a kind of “London 
Hillbillies” feel to the band’s 
early demos
We’d just discovered rockabilly and 
were listening to a lot of bootlegs 
from Holland. We liked the tracks 
that had a county sound, with that 
clicky noise in the background. 
Back then, we didn’t know that was 
a double bass. 

We were trying to get a gig at 
The Royalty and had to do a demo. 
So we recorded four tracks 
(Rockabilly Guy, High-rise 
Rockabilly, Chicken Shack and 
Rockin’ All Nite) at Alan Warner’s 
four track studio in Hendon for £20. 

I remember at the time I thought 
it was the best thing I’d ever heard 
and played it constantly. 

We didn’t have a double bass at 
that stage. I think on Chicken Shack 
for the percussion effect we used 
a washboard played with a 
thimble. Soon after that we got 

a double bass, and recorded at the 
Pathway Studios.

Did you borrow a bit from punk 
in your presentation? 
It was a bit odd because there 
was that whole Teds versus Punks 
thing, with fi ghts down the King’s 
Road, but we listened to both types 
of music. 

The fi rst gig we went to was The 
Adverts, at the Roundhouse in 1977. 
We saw The Buzzcocks, Siouxie and 
The Banshees, 999 and Generation 
X. All so very exciting, and we took 
some of that excitement into our 
music. We also injected a bit of 
glam, with John, I’m Only Dancing 
and Jeepster. The reason I picked 
up a guitar was T. Rex.

What did Dave Edmunds bring to 
the band’s sound? 
A modern snare sound. You can 
fi rst hear him starting to get that 

sound on the drums on the Shakin’ 
Stevens & The Sunsets’ A Legend 
album he produced in 1970, on the 
track Down On The Farm. 

It helped create a rockabilly 
sound for the modern age and, at 
the age of 18, I was savvy enough 
to ask him how he did it. As 
opposed to just having the regular 
mike over the top of the snare 
drum, it is put underneath it, with 
a gated reverb, so you can hear the 
rattle of the snare. 

He also used it on The Stray Cats 
album he produced. I don’t think in 
the 50s or 60s you could have done 
that, but in the age of 24-track, it 
became possible. 

Which are your favourite tracks 
on Polecats Are Go!?
Straight off the top of my head I’d 
say Little Pig. We’d heard Buzz and 
the Flyers doing the song, but it 
was Dave Edmunds who took 

Former Polecat, Boz 
Boorer, joined Morrissey in 
1991 and continues to act as 
his co-writer, guitarist and 
musical director
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decided to take our a cappella 
section from the middle of the song 
and put it on the front. That made a 
different type of recording out of it. 

And How High The Moon...
I remember when we recorded it, 
Dave played rhythm guitar and I 
played lead, and we did it standing 
up, opposite each other, and that 
we did it in one take.

There seems to be quite a bit of 
activity on The Polecats front at 
the moment?
We’re still playing a lot. I think last 
year I did more gigs with The 
Polecats than for 20 years, including 
Viva Las Vegas, and in Europe. There 
was this show we did at the 
Rockabilly Rave a few years ago 
that everybody loved and we got 
several festival bookings on the 
back of that. We haven’t really 
changed that much, but somehow it 
has breathed fresh air into the 
music, which still sounds good. 

At a headliner gig you did in 
Camden last year it was 
noticeable there were a lot of 
people there who couldn’t have 
been around in 1981!
There is a new infl ux at the 
moment, which is what any scene 
needs. It’s nice to see young DJs and 
young guys in bands, and girls 
getting into it. At the moment it’s 
having a bit of a resurgence. 

Any new Polecats releases?
Raucous Records have released our 
fi rst single in 23 years, it features 
our versions of the Buzzcocks’ What 
Do I Get? (A-side) and Crazy Cavan 
And The Rhythm Rockers’ She’s The 
One To Blame (B-side). 

Recorded recently in Mill Hill, and 
mixed in my studio in Portugal. A 
new album is also coming out on 
Raucous shortly, The Legend And 
The Truth, which is the demos we 
did just after we’d signed to 
Phonogram. They’re also 
re-releasing the last albums we did 
we after we reformed, Won’t Die! 
and Nine, plus an album of mixed 
material that came out on Cleopatra 
a while back. 
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Ever since it emerged in the 
50s, rockabilly has waxed and 
waned with changing public 

tastes. From its early peak, it fell out 
of vogue in the 60s when confronted 
by Beatlemania, The British Invasion 
and psychedelia, and “real” rockabilly 
fared no better in the 70s in the face of 
rock, disco and punk. The fi ght back 
started with the 80s’ neo-rockabilly 
movement but its sobering to realise 
almost 40 years have passed since the 
Stray Cats released Runaway Boys.

In the 21st century, Imelda May 
brought the look and sound of rockabilly 
back to the charts with her albums 
Mayhem and Tribal, but sadly seems 
to have ditched her quiff. The rockin’ 
scene keeps itself alive through specialist 
record labels, promoters and festivals. 
The largest of the latter is Viva Las 
Vegas, held every April, but there are 
festivals big and small all over the 
world, including High Rockabilly and El 

Screamin’ in Spain, Rockabilly Rave and 
Rhythm Riot in the UK, Let’s Get Wild 
in Germany, Holland’s Rockin’ At The 
Drive-In Barn, and there’s even the Dirty 
Boogie Rockabilly Festival as far afi eld 
as Hong Kong. Testament to the scene’s 
global reach, there are rockabilly bands 
across the planet – Thailand’s Trix ‘O’ 
Treat, DH & The Chinese Hellcats and 
Rolling Bowling from China to name 
just three. One of the biggest challenges 
facing rockabilly lies in balancing its 
love for the past with attracting the next 
generation of devotees. 

“The scene never gets bigger and that’s 
a huge problem,” says Reb Kennedy, 
founder of rockabilly label Wild Records. 
“How can it move forward with a small 
scene? For Wild Records, we are lucky 
as we have developed our own fanbase 
outside what you may call the scene. We 
have done this by not limiting our sound, 
look, and approach to rock’n’roll music, 
not limiting it to the 50s or 60s.”

A curious phenomenon is just how 
many rockabilly musicians and fans 
migrate into the scene from other 
culture tribes, particularly ex-punks who 
have discovered the infl uence that Gene 
Vincent, Johnny Burnette and Eddie 
Cochran. This movement has helped, 
although inevitably some purists turn 
their noses up at anything that dares to 
diverge from the sound of Sun Records 
circa 1956. 

But without innovation and growth, 
the rockabilly scene would likely die a 
slow death. “As with any subcultural 
scene there are ups and downs,” says 
rising star (and ex-punk!) TJ Mayes, 
who remains optimistic for the future. 
“Living in Oklahoma, there has always 
been a rather small scene but it seems 
to be struggling a bit more these days. I 
can’t speak for everywhere, but I get the 
feeling there is plenty of room for our 
rock’n’roll scene to grow all across the 
world... and it will!” 

Rockabilly is much more than just some dusty exhibit in the 
museum of music, it’s a thriving, jiving scene that covers the 
world from Las Vegas to Hong Kong. Vintage Rock takes the 

pulse of modern rockabilly and picks 10 of the fi nest roots 
acts keeping rockabilly’s heart beating loud and proud. 

ROCKABILLY NOW!
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Hailing from Shawnee, Oklahoma, singer and 

guitarist TJ Mayes started his musical voyage 

playing punk before embracing roots music. 

“I think what drove me to enjoying rockabilly, rock’n’roll so 

much was the raw edge,” says Hayes. “In its purest form, it 

is something so real, unlike many other genres. Of course, 

the enjoyment of all these old records was the driver in 

learning the guitar licks.”

Mayes recorded his 2014 album When Love Come Down 

at Serra Vista, the Portuguese studio of Boz Boorer from 

The Polecats, followed by From The Plains To The Piers 

and Dig It Up. He casts a wide net – When Love Come 

Down includes a rockin’ cover of T. Rex’s Metal Guru. 

“People often refer me to as a rockabilly singer. 

I don’t see it that way,” he says. “The music I write 

and perform is a mixture of blues and rock’n’roll. I 

don’t feel there is a lot of ‘billy’ in what I do. With the 

exception of a few modern unique acts, I typically would 

only listen to traditional music when it comes to rockabilly 

but when it comes to writing my own songs, I try to offer 

something fresh.” 

LISTEN Dig It Up, She’s A Tommy Gun

VISIT www.facebook.com/tjmayes59

Fronted by the ferociously powerful Marlene Perez, The Rhythm Shakers embody the raw energy of rockabilly in its most volatile form. Founded by Perez and bassist Victor Mendez, the band’s early demos secured a deal with Wild Records for their 2008 debut, Flipsville. “I’ve loved rockabilly since I was a kid so naturally, it’s what I wanted to do,” says Perez. “I think we’re a mixture of rockabilly, rock’n’roll and a splash of punk maybe? I don’t know but whatever we’re categorised as, but we have a great time playing it.” Voodoo arrived in 2014 – which Perez dedicated to “those people who have pissed her off enough to write songs about them” – followed by Panic in 2015. Their recording of Mickey Lee Lane’s Senior Class is that rarest of covers that eclipses its forebear, while originals like Rather Be Alone chew you up and spit you out. “It's always such an amazing feeling to know we have even the slightest infl uence on helping someone going through a breakup or getting ready to party or even staying home to paint,” says Perez about the rewards of her musical endeavours. “If we can make people happy, those are my highlights.”
LISTEN Rather Be Alone, What If I Said
VISIT www.therhythmshakers.com
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up and spit you out. “It's always such an amazing feeling to know we have even the slightest infl uence on helping 

� e Rhythm Shakers

Marlene Perez leads 
her Rhythm Shakers 

with sass and style 
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“WE’RE A MIXTURE OF ROCKABILLY, 

ROCK’N’ROLL AND A SPLASH OF PUNK, 

MAYBE? I DON’T KNOW BUT WHATEVER 

WE’RE CATEGORISED AS, BUT WE HAVE A 
GREAT TIME PLAYING IT.”

MARLENE PEREZ THE RHYTHM SHAKERS
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� e Delta Bombers

From Las Vegas, The Delta 

Bombers rip up the rockabilly 

rulebook with their outlaw 

style and their tough as hell musical 

onslaught. “Our sound has changed 

so much,” says guitarist Andrew 

Himmler. “In 2008, I’d say we were 

a power rockabilly band. Sticking to 

very simple music but making it punch 

through as powerfully as possible. 

We evolved steadily to include more 

Chess Records gritty blues and 60s’ 

garage. Now we’ve taken on elements 

of the outlaw country movement 

and soul music. If I had to give us a 

specifi c sound today I’d say it’s swamp 

rock’n’roll, insane rockabilly, blues.”

The Delta Bombers savour their 

reputation as an outfi t shaking up the 

traditionally-minded rockin’ scene. “We 

don’t think the 50s were the best time 

to be alive,” says Himmler. “We don’t 

wear fl aming t-shirts and stand on our 

bass. We don’t drive a ’58 Cadillac to our 

show, we enjoy modern conveniences 

in terms of sound and equipment and 

we listen to a lot of hip-hop. However, 

we are traditionalists in the rock’n’roll 

sense that it’s a new crazy movement, 

innovative and forever changing and 

challenging the status quo.”

LISTEN Lock The Door, The Wolf

VISIT www.thedeltabombers.com
through as powerfully as possible. 

We evolved steadily to include more to be alive,” says Himmler. “We don’t 

The Delta Bombers 
have smashed stages 

all over the world 
since 2008
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Fronted by Robert “Slim” D Ville, The Devil’s Cut Combo, are 

purveyors of the fi nest jump blues and boogie-woogie around. “There 

was never any doubt that this was the music I was going to play,” says 

Robert. “My early albums were all rock’n’roll classics, I had watched Grease more 

times than I can remember before the age of 10, and then, in my teens, I hit the 

tail end of the 80s rockabilly scene. Playing jump blues and R&B was a natural 

progression as I explored rockabilly’s origins.”

D Ville describes The Devil’s Cut Combo as a dance band, “pure and simple”, 

and with Wild Bill Renwick on the piano, they’re pumping out a classic rug-

cutting beat. “It’s defi nitely an authentic sound we are after,” he says, “think 

Jimmy Reed, Roscoe Gordon, Champion Jack Dupree. Our songwriting, 

instruments and stage set refl ects this.” They released their debut EP, Hot Foam 

Shave, in 2015 and are working on an album at Bigtone Records’ studio in San 

Francisco as the British band dips their toes into the US for the fi rst time. “Our 

best audiences have similar traits, no matter where we have found them,” adds 

Robert D Ville, “they like to drink and they like to dance!” 

LISTEN Beat Me Daddy, Shake That Boogie

VISIT www.facebook.com/TheDevilsCutCombo

Robert “Slim” D Ville, 
Proseco George, The Preacher 
Man and Wild Bill Renwick are 

The Devil’s Cut Combo

ROCKABILLY NOW!
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“THERE WAS NEVER ANY 
DOUBT THAT THIS WAS 

THE MUSIC I WAS GOING 
TO PLAY. MY EARLY 
ALBUMS WERE ALL 

ROCK’N’ROLL CLASSICS, I 
HAD WATCHED GREASE 

MORE TIMES THAN I CAN 
REMEMBER BEFORE THE 

AGE OF 10.”
ROBERT “SLIM” D VILLE 
THE DEVIL’S CUT COMBO

� e Devil’s Cut Combo
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Flame-haired Kim Lenz of Kim Lenz and The Jaguars 

sang in a choir as a teenager, while harbouring a 

deep-rooted love for punk rock. Kim says: “Rockabilly 

is the punk rock of that time period. Black people were making 

rock’n’roll back into the 40s, but the main instrument was always 

piano or a horn. Rockabilly was the fi rst time that black music 

and white music came together. There is a fl ashpoint almost 

like a nuclear bomb that went off and changed music for ever.” 

Lenz started performing while attending the University of 

North Texas. “I was about 25 the fi rst time I ever sang in front 

of other people,” she says. “I barely knew how to play guitar, 

and I sang Wanda Jackson’s Cool Love and The Barracuda’s 

The KGB (Made A Man Out Of Me).” Forming Kim Lenz And 

The Jaguars with guitar ace Nick Curran, she released her 

fi rst album in 1998, playing a fi ery style in the vein of Wanda 

Jackson, Rose Maddox and Janice Martin. From her early 

gigs in Dallas’s Bar Of Soap – a music venue and laundromat 

– Lenz is now a modern rockabilly queen and her sixth 

album, Slowly Speeding, is due in 2018.

LISTEN Pay Dearly, The Swing

VISIT kimlenz.com

Kim Lenz
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“ROCKABILLY WAS THE FIRST TIME THAT BLACK MUSIC AND WHITE MUSIC CAME TOGETHER. THERE IS A FLASHPOINT ALMOST LIKE A NUCLEAR BOMB THAT WENT OFF AND CHANGED MUSIC FOR EVER”
KIM LENZ 

KIM LENZ AND THE JAGUARS
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While he was raised on the music of Elvis 

Presley, when Bob Butfoy founded Jack 

Rabbit Slim, he was determined to forge 

his own creative path. “It’s tough to be original these 

days, but I always wanted our own sound,” says Butfoy. 

“We named it ‘Sleaze-a-billy’. We invented it, so no one 

could tell us it was wrong. We’re a band from the present, 

so approach it that way. That’s not to say we’re against 

anything vintage ’cos we’re not! If we need a valve amp 

sound, we’ll use a valve amp. If we want a live recording, 

we’ll record live. We have no boundaries or rules, we just 

want to make good, lasting music.” Jack Rabbit Slim has 

hopped all over the world, from the Nashville Boogie to 

Viva Las Vegas, Glastonbury to the Isle Of Wight Festival, 

although Butfoy singles out European crowds as amongst 

the most enthusiastic. “I don’t know if it’s because we’re 

not as accessible out there, or just that the cultures are 

different,” he says. “In Europe, a festival in a town or city 

attracts not only rockin’ folk but all the locals too who 

come out and enjoy the buzz of live music.”

LISTEN Is There A Party Goin’ On?, Shake Rag

VISIT www.jack-rabbit-slim.co.uk

Proud fl agbearers for what they call “real 
American music”, Hillbilly Casino might hail from Nashville, but they’re a far cry from the slick country pop currently dominating their hometown’s music scene. Inspired by the DIY ethos of punk rock, the band book their own tours, record and release their music, and design their own merchandise. They announced their bad intentions with 2006’s Sucker Punched, followed by three more studio albums, one live record, and they’ve even recorded an album of rockin’ Christmas songs, 2008’s Hang Your Stockings And Say Your Prayers. Their sound takes the twang of Johnny Cash, Chuck Berry’s rock’n’roll licks, and The Blasters’ raw power, lobs them into a blender and downs the result in one chug. While Tennessee and the Southern states remain their main stomping ground, support slots for The Brian Setzer Orchestra and the Legendary Shack Shakers have helped to boost their profi le beyond the borders of Nashville and they’ve slowly started to build in-roads to Europe with shows in Belgium and Finland. Their latest release, Red, White & Bruised, came out this summer and continues their tradition of high octane rock’n’roll played fast and loud enough to guarantee whiplash. 

LISTEN 80085, Knockin’ At Your Door
VISIT hillbillycasino.net

the slick country pop currently dominating their hometown’s music scene. 
of punk rock, the band book their own tours, record and release their music, and design their own merchandise. They announced their bad intentions with 2006’s Punched
record, and they’ve even recorded an album of rockin’ Christmas songs, 2008’s 
Your Prayers
Chuck Berry’s rock’n’roll licks, and The Blasters’ raw power, lobs them into a blender and downs the result in one chug. While Tennessee and the Southern states remain their main stomping ground, support slots for The Brian Setzer Orchestra and the Legendary Shack Shakers have helped to boost their profi le beyond the borders of Nashville and they’ve slowly started to build in-roads to Europe with shows in Belgium and Finland. Their latest release, White & Bruised

tradition of high octane rock’n’roll played fast and loud enough to guarantee whiplash. 
LISTEN
VISIT

Hillbilly Casino

Jack Rabbit Slim
ROCKABILLY NOW!
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Pat Capocci

All the way from the wine-growing Maitland-

Hunter region of New South Wales, Australia, 

Pat Capocci is fl ying the fl ag for rockabilly 

Down Under. “I grew up on punk rock, rhythm and blues, 

western swing and hardcore music; to me it was and still 

is all the same thing - fun, energetic and the real deal,” 

says Capocci. “After digging deep in record shops, I started 

discovering rock’n’roll, hillbilly and rockabilly and found 

they all shared the similar characteristic I love. From there 

on what I was listening to slowly worked into my playing 

style.” Capocci’s percussive, propulsive guitar work draws 

inspiration from his six-string heroes like Nashville session 

legend Grady Martin, the funky Johnny ‘Guitar’ Watson 

and country music’s Merle Travis. “A lot of my infl uences 

stem from the past yet because I’m writing and playing 

music in this day and age, it naturally has a modern 

spin to it,” says Capocci, who has become a 

regular fi xture on the European rockabilly 

festival circuit. “The band is lucky enough 

to tour a few times a year,” he says, “and it 

always blows my mind the passion, energy 

and spirit that the folks have who come out 

to the shows!”

LISTEN Slave For The Beat, Night Hawk

VISIT www.patcapocci.com

Hailing from New South Wales, 
Australia, Pat Capocci is one of his 

country’s most respected 
practitioners of rockabilly 

inspiration from his six-string heroes like Nashville session 

legend Grady Martin, the funky Johnny ‘Guitar’ Watson 

and country music’s Merle Travis. “A lot of my infl uences 

stem from the past yet because I’m writing and playing 

music in this day and age, it naturally has a modern 

spin to it,” says Capocci, who has become a 

regular fi xture on the European rockabilly 

festival circuit. “The band is lucky enough 

to tour a few times a year,” he says, “and it 

always blows my mind the passion, energy 

and spirit that the folks have who come out 

to the shows!”to the shows!”

LISTEN Slave For The Beat, Slave For The Beat, Slave For The Beat Night Hawk

VISIT www.patcapocci.com
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“I GREW UP ON PUNK ROCK, 
RHYTHM AND BLUES, WESTERN 

SWING AND HARDCORE MUSIC; TO 
ME IT WAS AND STILL IS ALL THE 
SAME THING  — FUN, ENERGETIC AND THE REAL DEAL.”PAT CAPOCCI
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Darrel Higham
While he might be best 

known to the general 

public for his time with 

Imelda May, Darrel Higham has 

been at the pumping heart of British 

rockabilly since the 90s. He’s been 

frontman of The Enforcers, rocked with 

Slim Jim Phantom as the Kat Men, and 

played alongside the likes of Jittery 

Jack and Rocky Burnette. “Everything I 

do is always rockabilly infl uenced,” says 

Higham, “and I don’t try to go too far 

away from it, but my biggest infl uence 

was always Eddie Cochran. His music 

always had balls to it.” Higham paid 

tribute to his hero with a pair of albums, 

The Cochran Connection Volumes 

1 and 2, while Gene Vincent casts a 

long shadow over his musical soul. 

“Those 1956 Gene Vincent recordings, 

there’s something about them,” he 

says. “They’re beautifully produced, 

beautifully crafted, but they’re wild, 

absolutely unhinged.” As one of the 

fi nest rock’n’roll guitarists the UK 

has to offer, Higham has played 

with everyone from Royce Porter 

to fretboard genius Jeff Beck, while 

his superb 2017 release, Hell’s Hotel, 

features a guest vocal by Led Zeppelin’s 

Robert Plant. “I’ve never seen rockabilly 

as 50s music,” says Higham. “To me 

it’s as contemporary, as modern, as 

anything that’s out there.” 

LISTEN When You Smile, Ring Dang Do

VISIT bit.ly/2gFzVsb

Higham, “and I don’t try to go too far 

Darrel Higham’s superb 2017 
album, Hell’s Hotel, includes a 

cover of Bill Allen & The Back 
Beats’ Please Give Me Something 

featuring Robert Plant
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“I’VE NEVER SEEN ROCKABILLY 
AS 50s MUSIC. TO ME IT’S 
AS CONTEMPORARY, AS 
MODERN, AS ANYTHING 
THAT’S OUT THERE.”
DARREL HIGHAM
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With three albums 
under his belt (his 

third, Undivided Heart 

And Soul, is just released), JD 

McPherson’s rise to the forefront of 

the rockabilly/roots movement has 

been nothing less than meteoric. 

A former middle school art teacher 

from Broken Arrow, Oklahoma, 

McPherson grew up listening to 90s 

alternative rock bands like the Pixies 

and rappers Wu-Tang Clan before a 

Buddy Holly boxset changed his life. He 

recorded his 2010 debut album, Signs 

& Signifi ers, for Chicago’s Hi-Style 

Records and caught the attention of 

the rockabilly community thanks to 

his irresistible earworm of a song 

North Side Gal which, to this day, 

remains a guaranteed fl oor fi ller 

at vintage dance nights. 

McPherson can tap into the sound of 

those seminal early Sun Records releases 

on tracks like Fire Bug, channel the 

spirit of Little Richard with It Shook 

Me Up, or effortlessly switch into a 

classic rhythm and blues mood on 

Bridgebuilder. If you didn’t know better, 

you’d swear you’re listening to some 

undiscovered session from the vaults of 

Vee-Jay Records. Lucky Penny, the fi rst 

track from the new Undivided Heart 

And Soul, suggests his winning streak 

is set to continue.
LISTEN North Side Gal, It Shook Me Up

VISIT www.jdmcpherson.com

J D McPherson

JD McPherson’s infl uences 
include the Wu-Tang Clan 
and Pixies, as well as 
traditional rockers like Little 
Richard and Fats Domino
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When Sonny Burgess passed away in August, the rock’n’roll world lost 
one of Sun Records’ brightest stars. With this previously unpublished 

interview from 2014, Vintage Rock salutes Sonny and his rich life...

W O R D S  A N D  I N T E R V I E W S  B Y  E L L I O T  S T E P H E N  C O H E N

Everything we played was full 
blast,” recalled Sonny Burgess 
of his first Sun Records 

recording session in 1956. 
“There was no holding back or nothin’. 

We’d never been in any studio before and 
people thought we were drunk, but we 
were stone-cold sober. That’s just the 
way we played out our music. Full speed 
ahead and damn the torpedoes!”

When Sonny 
Burgess passed 
away at the age of 
88 on 18 August 
2017, resulting from 
complications from 
a fall, he was one of 
the last remaining 
members of the legendary 50s Memphis 
record label, started in 1952 by Sam 
Phillips. Although born earlier, he had 
outlasted fellow labelmates Elvis Presley, 
Johnny Cash, Carl Perkins, Roy Orbison, 
Charlie Rich, Conway Twitty and others, 
leaving Jerry Lee Lewis as the only 
famous survivor.

Born Albert Austin Burgess, on 28 May 
1929, in Newport, Arkansas, Burgess 
formed his first real band, The Rocky 
Road Ramblers in the early-50s, smitten 
by the prevailing American boogie-

woogie craze. In 1956, Burgess and his 
band, now called The Pacers, cut two 
tracks for Sun, We Wanna Boogie and 
Red Headed Woman, that are still prized 
by rockabilly collectors. Noted Sun 
Records historian Colin Escott wrote 
of Burgess’ music, “It was punk before 
punk. Thrash before thrash.”

Known as the Arkansas Wild Man 
for his exuberant stage antics, Burgess 

became frustrated by the lack of record 
sales, and he joined country music star 
Conway Twitty’s band, as its new bass 
player, before abandoning music for 
nearly 20 years. 

However, in 1986, he joined up with 
contemporaries, guitarist Paul Burlison, 
electric bassist Stan Kessler, acoustic 
bass player Marcus Van Story, pianist 
JL “Smoochie” Smith, and drummer 
JM Van Eaton (to be replaced by former 
Elvis drummer DJ Fontana), as The Sun 
Rhythm Section.

By the early-90s, Burgess experienced 
a late career revival, having been 
belatedly discovered by European fans 
hungry for authentic American roots 
rock’n’roll. Additionally, he released 
two terrific albums, Tennessee Border 
(1992), recorded with superfan and 
Blasters leader Dave Alvin, and Sonny 
Burgess Has Still Got It (1996), produced 
by another admirer, Bruce Springsteen’s 

E Street Band bassist 
Garry Tallent.

When I last saw 
Burgess perform in 
2011, at Manhattan’s 
Lincoln Center, I 
was witnessing not 
an oldies act, but a 

vibrant, exciting performer. In tribute 
to one the original rockabilly greats, 
Vintage Rock here presents an in-depth 
interview with Burgess that has never 
been published before. 

The following conversation took place 
on 14 December, 2014:

How did the music of the area where 
you were raised inspire you?
Mostly we got to hear country music, 
bluegrass and black music… rhythm 
and blues. So I guess it was kind of a 

“THERE WAS NO HOLDING BACK OR NOTHIN’... 
THAT’S JUST THE WAY WE PLAYED OUT OUR MUSIC. 
FULL SPEED AHEAD AND DAMN THE TORPEDOES!”

FULL 
BLAST!

“

TRIBUTE TO SONNY BURGESS 1929-2017

68 VINTAGE ROCK

VR32.sonnyburgess.SENT.indd   68 28/09/2017   09:32



Sonny Burgess, who 
passed away aged 88 
in August, pictured 
performing during 
Get Rhythm: A Tribute 
To Sam Phillips at 
Nashville’s Country 
Music Hall of Fame 
and Museum in 2015 © 

Ge
tty
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melting pot, and that’s what made it so 
unique. Big bands would also sometimes 
come through here, but there weren’t 
very many in this part of the country.

Did Bob Wills ever play in your area?
Bob Wills played at The Silver Moon on 
Rock ’n’ Roll Highway 67 in 1952, and had 
Tommy Duncan singing for him. I was 
stationed in the Army at the time, so I 
missed him.

Did you enlist for the Army?
No (big laugh). I got drafted!

Did you see any live action in Korea?
No, thank goodness. You’re talking 
about a fella getting lucky. The bunch 
I was with at Fort Chaffee [Maneuver 
Training Center] got shipped out over 
there, and about 80 per cent of them 
got killed. I did real good on the test 
the Army gave me, so they put me in 
Counter Intelligence and sent me to Fort 
Holabird in Baltimore, Maryland. I didn’t 
like that kind of work, so I was sent to 
Germany, which was the best thing that 
could happen to me. I met a lot of Texas 
musicians, and got to play a lot of music 
while I was over there.

So when you left the Army in 1953, the 
American rock’n’roll revolution was 
still a few years away, but you did get 
to play some shows with Elvis in 1955, 
before he was famous.
Well, we first met Elvis in the April, at 
a place called Porky’s Rooftop [eatery/
club in Newport, Arkansas]. Porky 
Caldwell had a group called Porky’s 
Arkansas Playboys, and he brought him 
to The Silver Moon [in Newport], along 
with Wanda Jackson, Bud Deckelman, 
and our group, which was called The 
Moonlighters. 

TRIBUTE TO SONNY BURGESS 1929-2017

“I’VE HEARD A LOT 
OF FOLKS, BUT NEVER 
HEARD ANYBODY AS 

GOOD AS ELVIS. HE WAS 
A NICE GUY TO BOOT, AS 
WERE MOST OF THE GUYS 

FROM SUN RECORDS ”

Known as the Arkansas Wild Man for his spirited stage antics, Sonny Burgess’ music was described by celebrated music 
journalist Colin Escott as “punk before punk. Thrash before thrash.”
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In November, we played Bob King’s 
[Arkansas’ Jackson County]. Johnny 
Cash did his hour, Elvis did his, and all of 
us, including [guitarist] Scotty [Moore], 
[bassist] Bill [Black], and [drummer] DJ 
[Fontana] had a jam session ’til three in 
the morning. 

The thing I remember most was that 
Elvis was the best. Nothin’ quite like 
him. He drew the crowds. You could not 
believe how good he was, man. Of course 
Scotty, Bill and DJ had that sound down, 
but Elvis also wanted to hire Punky 
who played saxophone and clarinet for 
us, and our piano player, Kern Kennedy. 
Elvis really wanted a five-piece band, but 
neither of them wanted to travel, so they 
turned him down.

So even back then, did you sense  
that Elvis was destined to become  
a superstar?
Well, not really. You couldn’t know. See, 
we really weren’t that big in the music 

world, so how could we know what it 
took to become a star? 

I’ve heard a lot of folks, but never 
heard anybody as good as Elvis. He was a 
nice guy to boot, as were most of the guys 
from Sun Records.

How did you meet Sam Phillips and 
come to Sun Records?
That was all due to Elvis. He was the one 
who suggested travelling to Memphis to 
meet him.

Who was behind the boards when 
you cut those first sides at Sun, Sam 
Phillips or Jack Clement?
Sam did the first ones in 1956, but then 
Jack did the rest of our sessions. Jack 
was really good at what he did. He was 
a bluegrass musician and wrote a lot 
of songs. Boy, did he get a lot of them 
published. That’s how he wound up 
with Johnny Cash. He also produced just 
about everything Cash had done on Sun.
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 BOBBY CRAFFORD ON SONNY BURGESS
D R U M M E R  B O B B Y  C R A F F O R D  S P E A K S  T O  E L L I O T  S T E P H E N  C O H E N 
A B O U T  W O R K I N G  W I T H  S O N N Y  B U R G E S S  A N D  T H E  S U N  D A Y S

Legendary Pacers drummer Bobby Crafford, now 81 years old, first performed with Sonny Burgess’  
band in August 1957. He last played with Sonny on 15 July 2017. Crafford says he plans to keep the  
group together and working as long as everyone stays healthy, and he told us shortly after his  
friend’s passing...

“It was the people in Europe that really brought us back in the 90s. We’d go to England and mention 
Sun Records... these people’s eyes would light up. We were on a beach in Spain a few years ago, and a 
couple of guys ran up to us, got down on their knees and bowed. They said, ‘Thank you for starting this 
wonderful music.’ Another time I was watching this band, and I said to this guy next to me, ‘Boy, they’re 
good.’ He said, ‘They’re not worth a damn.’ I said, ‘What do you mean?’ He said, ‘They’re not originals, 
and they don’t play with heart. You guys are originals, and you play with heart’.” 

VINTAGE ROCK 71
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How would you contrast Sam’s 
working methods with Jack’s?
Well, Jack was more of an ideas man, 
and was more of a perfectionist. Sam 
was more of turning the machine on and 
saying: “OK, let’s hear what you got.” He’d 
turn it on, let you play, and then he’d say, 

“Let’s try it one more time.” He was more 
into capturing the feel than worrying 
about mistakes. That’s what Sam went by… 
the feeling that went into a performance, 
but somehow Sam could never capture 
us on tape, like we really were. Sam fired 
Jack in 59, and by that time, he had pretty 
much lost interest in the label. That’s 
when Sun started downin’, and the 
success didn’t last much longer.

Why do you think Sam couldn’t find 
the same commercial success for  
you like he did for Jerry Lee Lewis and 
other Sun acts? Was it a lack  
of promotion?

Sonny Burgess recorded We Wanna Boogie and Red Headed 
Woman with The Pacers for Sun Records in 1956 

The Sun Rhythm Section in 1987, 
clockwise from top left: Sonny 

Burgess, Paul Burlison, Stan 
Kesler, pianist Jerry Lee 

‘Smoochy’ Smith, drummer DJ 
Fontana and Marcus Van Story 
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Dave Alvin has achieved success both as a sensitive folk-oriented singer-songwriter and  
as former co-leader with rockabilly band The Blasters. Perhaps best-known for writing 
Shakin’ Stevens’ 1980 hit Marie, Marie, he was overjoyed to work with Burgess on his 1992 
Tennessee Border album.

“I first became aware of Sonny in the early-70s. My brother Phil and I were big record 
collectors, and we came across his early 45s on Sun and Phillips International. One of 
them, Sadie’s Back In Town, went right into The Blasters’ set list. His records were raw, 
bluesy and rockin’, and he always gave his all on them.

“In the early-90s, I was on the HighTone label, and I said, ‘How about a Sonny Burgess 
record?’ With a budget of five grand, we had the whole album [Tennessee Border, 1992] 
recorded and mixed in five days.

“A few years later, Sonny calls me and says, ‘I’m playin’ a private party. Wanna come 
and jam?’ So, I show up to this swanky hotel, throw my amp onstage, plug in, look 
around, and there’s Jack Clement on acoustic guitar, and DJ Fontana on drums. Then  
I see Sam Phillips, sitting in front of me. Sonny never told me they were taping a Sun 
Records TV special!” 

DAVE ALVIN ON SONNY BURGESS
T H E  S I N G E R - S O N G W R I T E R  R E C A L L S  T O  E L L I O T  S T E P H E N 
C O H E N  A B O U T  P E R F O R M I N G  W I T H  S O N N Y  O N  A  S U N  S P E C I A L

I don’t think we fit into any particular 
mode. In other words, we didn’t fit. They 
couldn’t put us in a hole and peg us… 
Today we might have been monster hits. 
Who knows? But then, Sam just couldn’t 
find a spot for us. It really wasn’t his fault. 
He tried.

You must have been very disappointed, 
making all those great records, and 
not seeing them become hits?
Not really. I had a good time. Got to make 
them records. Seeing all those stars and 
playing for a lot of folks. Thank goodness 
for Sam Phillips… 

What gave you the idea to dye your 
hair red?
I used to like to read these paperback 
novels, and my favourite character was 
this detective [by fiction writer Richard 
S Prather] named Shell Scott… he had 
white hair, black eyebrows. I thought, 

“That boy would look pretty cool looking 
with red hair.” So, my wife Joanne tried 
dying my own hair red at home, but it 
turned out orangey red (laughs). It lasted 
about three or four weeks, till it grew out.

The Pacers had a wild stage act in the 
50s. Were you inspired by Bill Haley?
Never seen Bill Haley back then. We did 
get to play with his band, but that was 
years later. Johnny Ray Hubbard played 
the upright bass for us, and he was one 
heck of a showman. Joe Lewis played 

guitar and bass. Jack Nance played 
trumpet. So the four of us in front put on 
quite a show. We did “Bug Dance” and 
that was big with us.

You’re talking about the Roy Orbison 
and his song With The Bug?
Yes, when he came to Newport in 1955, 
he had Big Jack, the bass player, and on 
rhythm guitar, a guy named Little Willie 
something. They’d reach down the floor, 
pick up a bug and throw it and try to find 
it. Well, after seeing the crowd reaction,  
I thought, “Boy, that would be good for 
us,” and it really got popular. John Ray 
would lay down on the bass. He was six 
feet five, so he could straddle it. Then 
Jack would get up on his bass and play 
the trumpet, and I’d grab the neck off 
Lewis’ guitar and pull it around the 
dance floor. We’d jump offstage… didn’t 
matter if it was three or four feet high. 
We were all young. In fact, Joe was still in 
high school.

Tell me the story about “The Killer”, 
Jerry Lee Lewis...
The first time I met him was at The 
Catholic Club in Helena, Arkansas. Bob 
Neal, who had managed Elvis and now 
had us and most of the Sun artists came 
in with Jerry Lee, and said to me, “I want 
you to listen to this guy.” Jerry Lee sat 
down at that piano and, man, you never 
heard anything like it. It just blew your 
mind. For every piano player, and there 
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Sonny Burgess, in dark jacket, 
performing with The Pacers  
back in the band’s heyday

are a million of them out there that want 
to play like Jerry Lee and sound like him, 
but they can’t. He’s truly one of a kind.

Carl Perkins was another Sun 
labelmate. What made Carl so special?
Carl Perkins was one of the nicest guys 
in the business, and it’s a shame he never 
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hit it as big as he should have. He should 
have been as big as anybody. He had it all 
goin’, man. He had the guitar playin’. He 
had the moves. He could get you dancin’ 
when you didn’t want to dance. He was 
so good.

Do you have any special memories of 
Johnny Cash?
Back in those days when I did shows 
with him, all he had was just Luther 
[Perkins, guitar] and Marshall [Grant, 
bass]. The Tennessee Two. They’d put on 
one heck of a show. Every night they’d 
do the same songs, tell the same jokes, 
but it always seemed fresh. Cash also 
did one heck of an Elvis impersonation. 
He’d comb his hair back and start singing, 

“Well, since my baby left me,” and that 
was about it. Cash was a good guy.

Back then, doing one-nighters by car 
must have been very taxing?
Sometimes we’d have to travel three- or 
four-hundred miles between shows and 
play again, but I don’t think I ever took 
any drugs. We drank a little, once in 
awhile, but not while we were driving. 
We couldn’t afford to get caught (laughs).

So you don’t remember seeing Cash 
doing amphetamines back then?

Well, that started after he went to 
California. When I was with him, I didn’t 
even see him taking a drink of whiskey. 
Of course, Elvis never drank, but Perkins… 
Carl liked to drink. Jerry Lee would have 
a drink every once in awhile. 

Did you ever cross paths with Eddie 
Cochran or Buddy Holly?
Not Eddie Cochran, but I did meet Buddy 
Holly one time in Nacogdoches, Texas, 
not too far from where Roy Orbison was 
from. He wasn’t on the show, but we 
got to talk with him backstage. Waylon 
Jennings might have been there, also.

Who would you say are some of your 
favourite songwriters?
Well, Chuck Berry wrote some 
great songs. He was a lot like Bruce 
Springsteen, a story teller like Bob Dylan. 
Dave Alvin [of The Blasters] on the West 
Coast is another of those guys. They’re 
musicians, but I think of them more 
as story tellers. Their songs are really 
stories, and I really admire them for that.

Speaking of Springsteen, Bruce 
actually gave you one of his songs to 
record, Tiger Rose, back in 1996.
Yes. I was working on an album with 
Garry (Tallent), when he said, “Bruce 
has this song you oughta record, and he 
might let you use it.” He called Bruce on 
the phone, and I copied the words down 
as Garry gave them to me.

You also did a very special concert 
with Springsteen...
We did a big benefit show at The Count 
Basie Theatre in Red Bank, New Jersey. It 
was for the victims of 9-11 [the aeroplane 
attacks of September 11, 2001]. You’re 
talking about big time. We had Bon Jovi 
and his band, me, Bruce, along with 
Garry, DJ Fontana, and Jerry Scheff, 
Elvis’ Las Vegas bass player. The first 10 
rows of seats were 500 dollars apiece, 
and the place was so full, they had people 
standing up. We did Tiger Rose and We 
Wanna Boogie.

Sonny, what would you most like to  
be remembered for someday?
What would I most like to be 
remembered for? Talkin’ to stars. Playin’ 
with them, and if it hadn’t been for 
Sam Phillips, you wouldn’t be talking 
to me right now. You’d have thought, 

“Whatever happened to him?” 

You probably couldn’t have imagined 
back in the 50s that, all these years 
later, you’d still be a star in Europe.
No, that’s strange, isn’t it? You know,  
I could have done things differently,  
but I also could be gone now, like the  
rest of them at Sun. So I’m thankful to 
just be hanging on… pickin’ up a dollar or 
two, and having a whole lot of fun. I still 
like to look at the good lookin’ women. 
We used to chase them mercilessly, but 
that’s gone. There was a song by Ernest 
Tubb and Red Foley called Too Old To 
Cut The Mustard Anymore (laughs). Ever 
hear that one? 

“WHAT WOULD I MOST 
LIKE TO BE REMEMBERED 
FOR? TALKIN’ TO STARS. 

PLAYIN’ WITH THEM, 
AND IF IT HADN’T BEEN 
FOR SAM PHILLIPS, YOU 
WOULDN’T BE TALKING 
TO ME RIGHT NOW...”
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While she’s probably best known for singing the original 

version of Hound Dog, Willie Mae “Big Mama” Thornton 

left a legacy like no other.

W O R D S  B Y  D A V I D  B U R K E

While she’s probably best known for singing the original 

version of Hound Dog, Willie Mae “Big Mama” Thornton 

Hound Dog, Willie Mae “Big Mama” Thornton 

Hound Dog
left a legacy like no other.

W O R D S  B Y  D A V I D  B U R K E

W illie Mae Thornton – 
better-known as Big 
Mama Thornton – knew 

how it worked. Like her black R&B 
contemporaries, male and female (but 
especially female), she would never 
get the recognition for, or reap the 
fi nancial rewards of her artistry. 

A true rock’n’roll pioneer at a time 
when America was divided by race, her 
version of Leiber and Stoller’s Hound 
Dog topped the Billboard R&B chart 
for seven weeks in 1953, yet Thornton 
earned a paltry $500. Fast forward three 
years, and Elvis Presley’s version went 
multi-platinum, peaking at No.1 on 
the US Hot, Country and R&B listings 
simultaneously, and securing his kingly 
reputation and wealth.

“I’ve been singing way before Elvis 
Presley was born, and he jumps up and 
becomes a millionaire before me, off of 
something that I made popular. They 

gave him the right. Now why do they 
do that? He makes a million and all this 
jive because his face is different from 
mine,” the straight-talking Thornton 
complained later in a career that typifi ed 
the continual struggle of many of 
rock’n’roll’s progenitors.

DETERMINATION AND DIGNITY
Thornton’s justifi able grievance, 
according to academic Maureen Mahon, 
critiques, “the dynamics of race, gender 
and power that parcelled out different 
levels of visibility and mobility to white 
and black artists, and paid more attention 
to male than female performers”.

 Her comments also attest to a 
singular personality. Thornton was a 
strong woman – a strong black woman 
– in a country and in an industry that 
eschewed both gender and racial 
equality. “I always had self-respect. I 
was responsible for looking after myself 

because I was on my own. And I always 
held my head high,” she said.

Her determination to preserve 
her dignity and personal security 
engendered a perception of Thornton 
as being, to coin a euphemism, diffi cult 
– cranky, heavy drinking, unpredictable 
and even dangerous. Evelyn Johnston of 
the Booking Agency, who worked with 
the singer, described her as: “a female 
thug. She was very blunt, and she used a 
lot of bad language.”

There were rumours that she was a 
lesbian, though with nothing more to 
support them than the rather fl imsy 
evidence that she dressed in masculine 
clothing on stage, preferring work shirts 
and slacks to dresses. “I could never get a 
handle on Willie Mae sexually, and that’s 
not a judgement,” said Renaissance man 
Johnny Otis. “All I can honestly say is 
that she was a good, intelligent person. 
I personally never saw her with any men, 

BIG MAMA THORNTON

74 VINTAGE ROCK

VR32.bigmama.SENT.indd   74 28/09/2017   10:16



but on the other hand, I never saw her 
with any woman either.”

Jimmy Moore, Thornton’s former 
manager, concurred. “I hear people 
say that she was gay, but never saw 
any indication.”

It’s probably not inaccurate to suggest 
that Thornton was, at most, sexually 
ambivalent. She herself ascribed all 
of the trash talked about her to plain 
green-eyed envy. “They lied on me, said 
I would fi ght the promoters. I never did 
fi ght the promoters. All I ever did was 
ask them for my money. Pay me and 
there won’t be no hard feelings. They 
always have been jealous of me, because 
when I hit that stage, I perform. I give 
you entertainment. I don’t go out on 
stage trying to look pretty. I was born 
pretty. Just get out there and perform. 
I get out there and crack a few jokes and 
sing my song and people love it. That’s 
why they were jealous of me, because 
the people were giving me recognition 
and they didn’t get the recognition I had, 
because I was unique.”

Willie Mae Thornton was born in 
Ariton, Alabama, in 1926, the sixth child 
of Baptist minister George W. Thornton 
and his wife, Mattie. Within four years, 
the family relocated to Troy City upstate. 

Thornton sang in the church choir and 
was ridiculed in the school playground 
for her height, blighted with the 
nickname ‘Big Mama’. After her mother 
fell ill, school was out for young girl.
 It was then she began her musical 
odyssey, teaching herself how to play 
the harmonica at the age of eight 
by watching her older brother, 
Calliope, who became known as 
‘Harp’ Thornton.

OPPORTUNITY KNOCKS
When she was 13, her mother 
died and Thornton was sent 
out to work as a cleaner 
at a local bar, where, 

one night, she convinced the owner she 
could do the job. 

“I like my own old down home singing, 
with the feeling,” she told the jazz and 
popular music critic Ralph Gleason 
in recalling her formative years. 
“I learned to sing the blues by 
myself. The fi rst blues 
I ever heard was Bessie 
Smith, Memphis Minnie and 
Big Maceo. My singing comes 
from experience, my own 
experience, my own feeling. 
I got my own feelings for 
everything. I never had 
no-one to teach me nothing. 
I never went to school for music or 
nothing. I taught myself to sing and 
to blow harmonica, and even to play 
the drums, by watching other 
people. I can’t read 
music but 
I know 
where 

Big Mama Thornton 
was singing on the 

Houston circuit when 
Peacock Records 

signed her in 1951

“MY SINGING COMES FROM 
EXPERIENCE, MY OWN 
EXPERIENCE, MY OWN FEELING. 
I GOT MY OWN FEELINGS 
FOR EVERYTHING.”© 
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Willie Mae “Big Mama” Thornton was the fi rst to record Leiber and Stoller’s Hound Dog,  in 1952
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“I CAN’T READ MUSIC BUT I KNOW 
WHERE I’M SINGING. IF I HEAR A BLUES I LIKE,

 I TRY TO SING IT IN MY OWN WAY.”

Robey was the founder of Peacock 
Records, which he would merge with 
Duke Records to form Duke-Peacock. 
The imprint’s biggest star was Johnny 
Ace, who had hits with My Song, Cross 
My Heart, Please Forgive Me and Never 
Let Me Go. Ace died tragically at 25 in 
1954, accidentally shooting himself when 
fooling around with a pistol.

BATTLE SCARS
Little Richard, also on the Peacock 
roster, remembered Robey as someone 
“known for beating people up. He 
would beat everybody up but Big Mama 
Thornton. He was scared of her, and she 
was built like a bull.”

Thornton had a couple of failed 
singles – I’m All Fed Up/Partnership 
Blues and No Jody For Me/Let Your 

I’m singing. If I hear a blues I like, I try 
to sing it in my own way. It’s always best 
to have something of your own. I don’t 
sing like nobody but myself.”

Thornton was soon featuring as a 
member of Sammy Green’s Hot Harlem 
Revue, a travelling troupe of comics, 
dancers and musicians, where she was 
billed as “the new Bessie Smith”. But 
even with regular gigs, she shined shoes 
to make ends meet.

“I had a hard way to go when I come 
up. Sometimes I had to go to somebody’s 
back door and ask for bread and 
something cool to drink. Sometimes they 
said no. I just kept on walking. I just 

made myself happy. People didn’t know 
I was worried a lot of times. I always 
kept a smile on my face. I slept in 
all-night restaurants and bar rooms.”

In 1948, Thornton left the Hot Harlem 
Revue and moved to Houston, Texas, 
where “a new kind of popular blues was 
coming out of the clubs… full of brass 
horns, jumpy rhythms and wisecracking 
lyrics”, as Barbara O’Dair writes in 
Trouble Girls: The Rolling Stone Book Of 
Women In Rock. 

Two years later, she cut her fi rst 
record as part of The Harlem Stars with 
All Right Baby and Bad Luck Got My 
Man for the tiny E&W label, and came 
to the attention of tenor saxophonist Joe 
‘Papoose’ Fritz. He hired her as vocalist 
in his band at the legendary Eldorado 
Ballroom.

“I paid her $50 a night until Don 
Robey stole her away from me,” 
Fritz bemoaned. 

Band leader Johnny Otis 
with Willie Mae and Peacock 
Records executive Don 
Robey. Otis played drums 
on Hound Dog after the 
original drummer was unable 
to play an adequate part

Big Mama Thornton’s Hound Dog was her biggest hit, 
staying seven weeks at number one on the Billboard 
R&B chart in 1953

BIG MAMA THORNTON
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Tears Fall Baby – before Robey enlisted 
Johnny Otis to reverse her fortunes. Otis 
invited then 19-year-old songwriters 
Jerry Leiber and Mike Stoller to meet 
Thornton. After hearing her rehearse 
several numbers, the pair hatched a plan.

“She was a wonderful blues singer, 
with a great moaning style,” said Stoller. 
“But it was as much her appearance 
as her blues style that infl uenced the 
writing of Hound Dog and the idea that 
we wanted her to growl it.”

Stoller added: “We saw Big Mama and 
she knocked me cold. She looked like the 
biggest, baddest, saltiest chick you would 
ever see. And she was mean, a ‘lady bear’, 
as they used to call ‘em. She must have 
been 350 pounds, and she had all these 
scars all over her face.”

Scars that conveyed the kind of words 
that couldn’t be sung, until Leiber came 
up with a lyric using “a black slang 
expression referring to a man who 
sought a woman to take care of him”. 
That expression was, of course, ‘Hound 
Dog’, and the song of the same name 
took between 12 minutes to compose. 

The following day, Thornton recorded 
Hound Dog in Los Angeles – though not 
without some teething problems.

Leiber recounted: “We took the song 
back to Big Mama and she snatched the 
paper out of my hand and said, ‘Is this 
my big hit?’ And I said: ‘I hope so’. Next 
thing I know, she starts crooning Hound 
Dog like Frank Sinatra would sing In 
The Wee Small Hours Of The Morning. 
And I’m looking at her, and I’m a little 
intimidated by the razor scars on her 
face, and she’s about 280-320 pounds, 
and I said, ‘It don’t go that way’. And she 
looked at me like looks could kill and 
said, ‘White boy, don’t you be tellin’ me 
how to sing the blues’.”

A STAR IS BORN
A sheepish Leiber demonstrated how 
it should sound and Thornton got the 
toughness of the number and its implicit 
sexual humour. In hindsight, she would 
claim Hound Dog as her own, asserting, 
“They gave me the words, but I changed 
it around and did it my way.”

Hound Dog was released in February, 
1953. Thornton was on her way to play a 
concert with the Johnny Otis Orchestra 
when she heard it on the radio.

“The man said: ‘Here’s a record that’s 
going nationwide, Hound Dog by 

HOUND DOG 
DAY SYNDROME
T H E  K I N G  W A S  N O T  T H E 
O N L Y  A R T I S T  T O  C O P Y 
B I G  M A M A ’ S  H O U N D  D O G 

On Sam Phillips’ suggestion, Rufus Thomas recorded  
Bear Cat for Sun Records, an “answer record” to Big 
Mama Thornton’s R&B hit Hound Dog

Little did Big Mama Thornton know, when 
she recorded Hound Dog in 1952, that it 
would become one of the most copied and 
parodied songs in music history – and 
force Sun Records impresario Sam Philips 
to bring of bankruptcy.

When Thornton’s version of the Leiber 
and Stoller composition was still riding 
high in the charts, other artists and labels 
decided to cash in. There was John Brim’s  
Rattlesnake, Roy Brown’s Mr Hound Dog’s 
In Town and Jimmy Wilson’s Call Me A 
Hound Dog. But the most successful was 
Rufus Thomas’ Bear Cat on Sun. After 
hearing the original, Phillips rewrote the 
lyrics from a male perspective, without 
altering either the melody or chord 
structure. He had local Memphis disc 
jockey Thomas record it, and the track 
became an immediate hit.

Peacock Records head Don Robey, who 
owned the publishing, contacted Phillips 
about the licensing of the song. When 
Phillips failed to respond, Robey fi led a 
lawsuit against him and Sun for copyright 
infringement. Phillips was forced to pay 
Robey two per cent royalties for Bear Cat 
as well as court costs. Was it mere 
coincidence that, subsequently, Phillips 
decided to sell Elvis Presley’s contract to 
RCA Victor for an estimated $35,000?

BIG MAMA THORNTON
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In 1965, Big Mama toured with 
the American Folk Blues Festival 
in Europe and, while in England, 
recorded her fi rst album for 
Arhoolie, Big Mama Thornton – 
In Europe
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Thornton quit Peacock in 1957, and 
went on to appear on a succession of 
labels as her career declined in the latter 
years of the decade and into the 60s. 
She penned the blues, Ball ’n Chain, and 
taped it for Bay Tone Records, though 
the track wasn’t issued until 1968 by 
Arhoolie Records. Janis Joplin heard 
Thornton perform it in San Francisco a 
bar and transformed Ball ’n Chain into 
a slow, minor key blues for Big Brother 
And The Holding Company on their 
album, Cheap Thrills. Unfortunately, 
as Bay Tone owned the copyright, 
Thornton missed out on the royalties.

Joplin’s appropriation of the song did 
at least revive interest in its composer, 
and Thornton also benefi tted from the 
American blues resurgence of that era, 
touring as part of the American Folk 
Blues Festival in Europe alongside 
Muddy Waters, Sonny Boy Williamson, 
John Lee Hooker and others.

The 70s was largely a lean decade, 
notable only for a Newport Jazz Festival 
appearance in 1973 and a brace of 
moderately received albums. 

When she was found dead, aged 57, 
in an LA boarding house in 1984, a 
post-mortem diagnosed heart and liver 
disorders due to long-standing alcohol 
abuse. She had lost 255 pounds, with her 
weight dropping to just 95 pounds.

In the same year of her passing, Big 
Mama Thornton was fi nally inducted 
into the Blues Hall of Fame, a long 
overdue nod of recognition to one of 
rock’n’roll’s trailblazing originals. 

“THAT SONG SOLD 
OVER TWO MILLION 
RECORDS. I GOT ONE 
CHEQUE FOR $500 AND 
NEVER SAW ANOTHER...”

BIG MAMA THORNTON
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In 1928, the so-called Mother of the Blues, 
Ma Rainey, sang on Prove It On Me: “They 
said I do it, ain’t nobody caught me/Sure 
got to prove it on me/Went out last night 
with a crowd of my friends/They must’ve 
been women, cause I don’t like no men”.

The song was a response to rumours 
that circulated about Rainey after her 1925 
arrest for allegedly participating in an 
orgy with multiple women. She had been 
picked up at the police station by Bessie 
Smith, a self-proclaimed bisexual.

Sam Chatom, former guitarist for 
Rainey, said: “I believe she was courting 
Bessie. If Bessie’d be around, if she’d get 
to talking to another man, she’d run up. 
She didn’t want no man talking with her.”

Then there was Lucille Bogan, who, 
along with Smith and Rainey formed the 
triumvirate, The Big Three of the Blues. 

She wrote about her experiences as a 
sex worker, encounters with violent men, 
alcohol dependency and, in B.D. Woman 
Blues, her sexual affi nity for women (B.D. 
was an acronym for bulldagger, African 
American slang for butch lesbian) – 
“Comin’ a time, B.D. women they ain’t 
going to need no men”.

BULLDAGGER 
BLUES 
S P E C U L A T I O N  A B O U T 
B I G  M A M A  T H O R N T O N ’ S 
S E X U A L I T Y  P L A Y E D  I N T O 
A  B I G G E R  N A R R A T I V E . . .

 “Mother of the 
Blues”, Ma 
Rainey was one 
of the fi rst 
generation of 
blues singers 
to record

Willie Mae Thornton’. I said: ‘That’s me!’ 
When we got to the theatre they was 
blasting it all over. That evening I sang it 
on the show, and everybody went for it. 
Hound Dog just took off like a jet.”

By April, it was America’s biggest-
grossing blues record. By the summer 
it was the biggest seller in the history 
of Peacock Records. But as Maureen 
Mahon says, it brought “the blues 
tradition of outspoken women into 
the R&B context, helping to set the 
style for rock’n’roll by putting sexuality 
and play with gender expectations in 
the foreground.” 

Hound Dog made Big Mama Thornton 
a star, for a while at least, but would 
prove to be her apotheosis. “That song 
sold over two million records. I got one 
cheque for $500 and never saw another. 
Everybody livin’ in a house but me. I’m 
just livin’,” she declared.
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Aretha Franklin performing 
with  Big Mama Thornton in 
December 1980. Four years 

later she was found dead, aged 
57, in an LA boarding house

VR32.bigmama.SENT.indd   78 28/09/2017   09:22



VINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGE ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCKVINTAGEVINTAGEVINTAGE ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK ROCK
SEASONAL USA & CANADA OFFER
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DIAL TOLL FREE
800 428 3003 

QUOTE CODE XSINGLE17
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(INCLUDES HOT SUPPER, FREE RAFFLE, PARTY POPPERS ETC)
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Even before the advent of 
recorded sound, interaction 
between pop and ‘classical’ was 

narrowing the gap between lowbrow 
and highbrow, junk culture and fi ne 
art, caterwauling and ‘real’ singing. 

 With the arrival of rock’n’roll, 
however, the bits everybody knows 
from the classics, however oddly 
presented, became a Top 50 perennial – 
as instanced by Mario Lanza’s Drinking 
Song, The Four Aces’ Stranger In 
Paradise, B Bumble And The Stingers’ 
Nut Rocker, The Cougars’ Saturday 
Nite At The Duck Pond and, beyond 
this appraisal’s chronological scope, 
The Shangri-Las’ Past, Present And 

Future psychodrama – propped up by 
Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata as Night 
Of Fear by The Move is by the ostinato 
from Tchaikovsky’s 1812 Overture. 

From 1967, Stravinsky, Holst, Berio and 
Varèse were as likely as anything from 
the charts to blast from car stereos of 
self-improving pop musicians. The late-
60s also ushered in Procol Harum’s A 
Whiter Shade Of Pale, Mason Williams’ 
Classical Gas, alongside concept albums, 
rock operas and complex ‘classical pop’. 

Since then, it’s been feasible that an 
entirely new musical classifi cation may 
be needed. 

Is Tubular Bells a popular classic or 
a classic of pop? How about Pavarotti’s 

recordings with Eric Clapton? What 
about New Age? 

The easiest answer to such questions is 
that sometimes it is pop and sometimes it 
is classical but, principally, a crossbreed 
of both.

Yet, fi nally, as far as those who buy the 
records are concerned, such distinctions 
probably don’t matter much. 

Here are hits and prototypes of the 
genre – whatever it should be called – 
plus a miscellany of illustrious, notorious 
and obscure examples that are simply 
intriguing. While all are in alphabetical 
order of artists, it’s somehow fi tting that 
they happen to begin with B Bumble and 
his magnum opus... 
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Vintage Rock stirs the melting pot of pop and ‘serious’ music
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Kenny Ball And 
His Jazzmen
MIDNIGHT IN 
MOSCOW
LABEL Pye
RELEASED 1961
With music by classical 
composer Vasily Solovyov-
Sedoi – whose face would 
adorn a Soviet postage stamp 

commemorating the anniversary of his 1907 birth – Moscow 
Nights won an international song contest in 1957, and reached 
the eventual ears of Kenny and his boys when traditional jazz 
had spread beyond Britain’s intellectual fringe to a proletariat 
where ‘ACKER’ was studded on the backs of leather jackets 
where ‘ELVIS’ had once been, and girls fainted to the toot-
tooting of Bilk, Ball and other ‘trad’ bandleaders. Trumpeter 
Kenny’s highest placing was with this take on Moscow Nights at 
No.2, touching the same tantalising ceiling in the US. 

Alma Cogan
THE LITTLE 
SHOEMAKER 
LABEL HMV
RELEASED 1954
Alma had become a bubbly 
and tulle-petticoated 
omnipresence of British 
television variety when she 
covered Detroit vocal trio The 

Gaylords’ translation of Le Petit Cordonnier by Rudi Revil. He 
was conductor of his German secondary school’s orchestra prior 
to enrolling at a institution for trainee music teachers in Paris, 
founded by Alfred Cortot, the French concert pianist until his 
death in 1962. He gave lessons to Rudi, who subsequently played 
keyboards during intermissions in cinemas before uprooting to 
New York where he manipulated the 88s in jazz clubs. In the 
Big Apple too, where Stravinsky had merely thought aloud to a 
local sheet music publisher, Revil set about writing a hit song. 

B Bumble And The 
Stingers
NUT ROCKER
LABEL Top Rank
RELEASED 1962
Under the aegis of 
showbusiness jack-of-all-
trades Kim Fowley, the group 
pre-empted the cartoon 
Archies of the late-60s by 

having no physical form whatsoever beyond a Los Angeles 
recording complex. Indeed, the musical donkey work was by 
session players, among them Earl Palmer who’d drummed 
for Fats Domino, Little Richard and Eddie Cochran – and, 
after this eye-stretching overhaul of the toy soldiers’ march 
from Tchaikovsky’s The Nutcracker caught the public 
imagination, touring ensembles were assembled to exploit 
this. Nut Rocker spent a week at No.1 in the UK and returned 
to the Top 20 in 1972. 

The Blue Notes
MY HERO
LABEL Val-ue [US]
RELEASED 1960
This was the love aria from 
The Chocolate Soldier (Der 
tapfere Soldat) operetta 
penned in 1908 by Oscar 
Straus, a theatre Kapellmeister 
from Vienna. After it opened 

successfully on Broadway the following year, My Hero was 
adopted by countless chanteuses, even decades later when 
Jane Powell and Vivian Vance sang it in, respectively, 1950 fl ick 
Two Weeks With Love and a 1955 episode of I Love Lucy. As 
rock’n’roll gathered speed, it resurfaced as a debut 45 for Gary 
Shelton (known later as ‘Troy Shondell’) before The Blue Notes 
with an orchestra, adhered far closer to the Straus vision. In the 
1970s – with founder member Harold Melvin in pride of place – 
the combo was to be among brand-leaders of ‘Philly Soul’. 

The Clyde Valley 
Stompers
PETER AND 
THE WOLF
LABEL Parlophone
RELEASED 1962
These Glaswegian trad jazzers 
had been recording artistes 
for nearly seven years when 
they secured their only Top 

30 placing – with the most memorable of the recurring motifs 
in Peter And The Wolf, Prokofi ev’s ‘symphonic fairy tale for 
children’, designed to introduce them to individual components 
of the orchestra. Rather than the composer’s ordained strings, 
The Stompers employed piano, banjo, double-bass, drums and 
horns. Provokiev might have approved as he was a known sonic 
innovator – as instanced by his soundtrack for the Ivan The 
Terrible biopic whereby he put microphones virtually inside the 
necks of brass instruments to obtain deliberate distortion. 
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Perry Como
CATCH A 
FALLING STAR
LABEL RCA
RELEASED 1958
The fl ip-side to Perry’s Magic 
Moments million-seller, shone 
in its own right by topping 
the US Hot 100. The tune is 
founded loosely on Academic 
Festival Overture by Johannes 

Brahms, whose trajectory can be traced from – so the story 
goes – an impoverished adolescent tinkling a piano in a tavern 
in Hamburg to the inauguration of a middle-aged behemoth 
of the Romantic movement in Germany as an ex-offi cio don 
of the University of Breslau. Overwhelmed by this honour, 
Brahms supplemented a ‘thank you’ note with a ‘very boisterous 
potpourri of student drinking songs à la Suppé’ lasting around 
10 minutes, which included the bedrock of Catch A Falling Star.

Ray Collins And 
Frank Zappa
FOUNTAIN OF LOVE 
LABEL Rykodisc
RELEASED 1996 (on Zappa’s The Lost 
Episodes album retrospective)
Awaiting their destinies as 
Mothers Of Invention, singer 
Ray and multi-instrumentalist 

Frank had access to off-peak time at a studio in Cucamonga, 
California. Among their creations was Fountain Of Love, a 
sardonic crack at the pretty-but-nothing musical travesties 
of courtship that boiled down to a neo-sacred portrayal of 
heterosexual love. A remake – with no lyrical revision – was to 
be selected in 1968 for the Mothers’ Cruising With Ruben & The 
Jets LP, an amusing exercise in collaging clichés from the canons 
of 50s vocal groups. It warrants inclusion here for the subtle 
repetitions as the fade-out approaches of the fi rst six notes from 
Stravinsky’s Rite Of Spring ballet.

The Cougars
SATURDAY 
NITE WITH THE 
COUGARS [EP]
LABEL Parlophone
RELEASED 1963
From Bristol, this two-guitars-
bass-drums instrumental 
outfi t released three singles. 
Each A-side was hinged on a 

theme by Tchaikovsky – and the fi rst two fi ll half of this EP. The 
principal selling point was Saturday Nite At The Duck Pond, 
which took the famous leitmotif from Swan Lake to No.33. This 
breakthrough, however, proved a false dawn when Red Square – 
the opening theme to the Piano Concerto No. 1 in B-fl at minor – 
missed (though as Tchaikovsky One, it was to be more profi table 
for The Second City Sound in 1966). When the same fate befell 
Caviare And Chips (from Serenade For Strings), that was more 
or less that for The Cougars. 

Russ Conway
LESSON ONE
LABEL Columbia
RELEASED 1962
Between 1957 and 1963, 
Conway had 20 UK chart 
hits, achieving a cumulative 
total of 83 weeks on the UK 
Singles Chart in 1959 alone. 
He became a household name 

whilst resident pianist on BBC television’s Billy Cotton Band 
Show on which he was adored by grannies and infants as much 
for a grin that just about slew them as the breezy honky-tonking 
that informed his string of hits. His penultimate chart entry was 
with this tarting-up of a retitled Chopsticks. It remains the only 
extant composition by a pseudonymous Euphemia Allen, sister 
of a Glaswegian music publisher. In 1878, it reached the ears of 
Borodin, who, with Rimsky-Korsakov, concocted a variation. An 
impressed Liszt went on to write yet another version. 

Bobby Darin
MACK THE KNIFE
LABEL London
RELEASED 1959
It began life as Moritat Von 
Mackie Messer from 1928’s 
Die Dreigroschenoper – 
Berthold Brecht and Kurt 
Weill’s bicentennial updating 
of John Gay’s Beggar’s 0pera 

– and enjoyed a red-letter year when four variants penetrated 
the US Top 40 in the same 1956 month via Louis Armstrong, 
Ella Fitzgerald, Richard Hayman and, (with a instrumental as 
Moritat) Dick Hyman. Bobby Darin selected Mack The Knife 
as a spin-off 45 from That’s All, a ‘sophisticated’ LP designed 
to turn him from the rock’n’roll shouter of Splish Splash into a 
coltish Sinatra. Deemed a career-destroying error by Dick Clark, 
Mack The Knife nevertheless reached No.1 on the Billboard Hot 
100 and earned him a Grammy Award for Record of the Year. 
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The Four Aces
STRANGER IN 
PARADISE
LABEL Brunswick
RELEASED 1955
In the 1950s, simultaneous 
versions of the same song were 
so commonplace that this 
Pennsylvania quartet weren’t 
surprised to learn that Tony 

Bennett, Don Cornell, Tony Martin, Bing Crosby and trumpeter 
Eddie Calvert would be among rivals with a number familiar 
to pop consumers as a highlight of Kismet, a hit musical thick 
with melodies by Borodin. Just as its And This Is My Beloved 
– on the air if not the Top 40 – was derived from the Russian 
maestro’s String Quartet In D, so Stranger In Paradise was on 
the love duet that closed Act II of his Prince Igor opera. That’s 
how the Aces managed a hard-won six weeks at No.1 in the USA 
before drowning slowly in the rock’n’roll rip-tide.

Ali Hassan
MALAGUEÑA
LABEL Philles
RELEASED 1962
Purportedly, it was after 
listening hard to Kokomo’s 
Asia Minor (see page 83) that 
Hassan conceived the notion 
of crafting a similar money-
spinner. So he persuaded Phil 

Spector’s business partner Lester Sill to fi nance the session 
that yielded this adaptation of the sixth movement of Suite 
Andalucia by Ernesto Lecuona, Cuba’s most illustrious concert 
pianist. If heard most frequently as a test piece in marching 
band competitions, a vocal version by Connie Francis had 
bubbled under the US Hot 100 two years previously. Ali had 
no such luck as he’d explain: “After a few takes, I realised 
something important was missing. It just wasn’t happening and 
we never did get the sound to my satisfaction.”

Ken Dodd
SO DEEP IS THE 
NIGHT
LABEL Columbia
RELEASED 1964
A long way from the 
Merseyside clubs where he 
began, the shock-headed 
‘Squire Of Knotty Ash’ had 
been a televisual fi xture 

since 1960 – and his visual appeal translated into hit records. 
However, for all his clowning, none of the numerous cuts were 
designed specifi cally to be funny. They were typifi ed by So Deep 
Is The Night, a ballad that Webster Booth and Anne Ziegler 
had emoted in 1946 during Demobbed, a so-so British fi lm 
comedy – with Frédéric Chopin’s Étude Op. 10, No. 3, a study for 
solo piano, as its musical undercurrent. Ken edged his revival 
to No.31, a harbinger for the even more schmaltzy best-selling 
single of 1965, Tears, which topped the charts.

The Eagles 
COME ON BABY 
(TO THE FLORAL 
DANCE) 
LABEL Pye
RELEASED 1963
In discussions about The 
Eagles, why are titles like Lyin’ 
Eyes and Hotel California 
mentioned more often than 

the fi nest track they ever released? Joking aside, after snaring 
a weekly spot on Radio Luxembourg, this Bristol beat group 
were well-placed to try a chart assault with their third single, 
an imaginative arrangement of The Cornish Floral Dance. 
First published in 1911, it was the work of Katie Moss, a Royal 
Academy of Music graduate. Until The Eagles offered it to a 
teenage audience, it was heard principally in the context of 
classical recitals – though a rendering by Ken Sims’ Vintage Jazz 
Band reared up at the height of the trad craze. 

Gogi Grant
AVALON
LABEL RCA
RELEASED 1957 (on the soundtrack album 
Both Ends Of The Candle) 
Gogi’s optimum moment was 
when The Wayward Wind 
swirled for eight weeks at the 
top of the US Hot 100. She’s 
mentioned in this discussion 

for an item she ghosted for Ann Blyth, star of The Helen 
Morgan Story, a fi lm portrayal of a real-life Chicago torch 
singer. One of the song’s writers was the Roaring Twenties’ 
showbusiness ubiquity Al Jolson, the fi rst to immortalise on disc 
what developed into a jazz standard. It was in suffi cient artistic 
debt to the opening aria from Puccini’s Tosca to guarantee 
victory for the late Italian opera composer‘s publisher in the 
foreseeable lawsuit. It would be pleasant to think that Puccini’s 
widow received her cut of all subsequent royalties.
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Peter Jay And 
The Jaywalkers
CAN CAN ’62
LABEL Decca
RELEASED 1962
A plague of dance crazes 
in the early 1960s included 
restorations of The Charleston 
by The Temperance Seven  
and, a few months later, the 

Can Can by Great Yarmouth’s Peter Jay And The Jaywalkers. 
Formed in 1960, before disbanding six years later, the group 
would close their act with a synchronised demonstration of this 
high-stepping Galop Infernal fi nale of Offenbach’s Orpheus In 
The Underworld. Produced by Joe Meek, the single hovered 
around the middle of the UK Top 30 during the winter of 1962. 
The combo released several further singles on Decca in 1963 
and 1964, but none became hits. However, the group were a 
popular live act and supported The Beatles in 1963.

Alfred Hitchcock 
& Jeff Alexander 
Orchestra 
ALFRED 
HITCHCOCK 
TELEVISION THEME 
LABEL Imperial
RELEASED 1958 (on the LP 
Music To Be Murdered By) 
Though Charles-François 

Gounod was revered for grand operas, the composition he 
is best-remembered for today is 1872’s Funeral March Of 
A Marionette, a short study for solo piano – which became 
synonymous with the caricature of the corpulent host at the 
start of each episode of Alfred Hitchcock Presents. Hitchcock 
had heard the music in the 1927 fi lm Sunrise: A Song of Two 
Humans and remembered the effect that Funeral March Of A 
Marionette had on him. It was also one of eight compositions 
that Hitchcock selected for Desert Island Discs in 1959.

Spike Jones And 
His City Slickers
LIEBESTRAUM
LABEL RCA Victor
RELEASED 1946
Like both The Mothers Of 
Invention and The Bonzo 
Dog Doo-Dah Band, these 
Californians seized anything 

from showbiz standards to popular classics and wrung the life 
out of them. Touring North America relentlessly from the early-
40s to the mid-50s, they were recognised as foremost exponents 
of a lurid hybrid of burlesque, swing and mock-schmaltz. 
Instrumental and vocal virtuosity was employed to surreal 
effect in the crafted silliness of million-sellers like Cocktails For 
Two and Glow Worm. Relevant to this discourse are manglings 
of output by Bizet, Brahms, Rossini, Tchaikovsky and this 
extrapolation into Franz Liszt’s Liebesträume No. 3. 

Florence 
Foster Jenkins
THE GLORY (????) OF 
THE HUMAN VOICE
LABEL RCA
RELEASED 1962
David Bowie considered this 
compilation as ‘one of the 25 
LPs that he counted as his 
greatest discoveries’.  Bowie 

told Vanity Fair how art collector Norman Fisher turned Bowie 
on to Jenkins. He said: “Madame Jenkins was rich, social, and 
devoted to opera. She had, and was blissfully unaware of, the 
worst set of pipes in the world of music. She would grace the 
New York set with this monstrous voice once or twice a year 
with private recitals at the Ritz-Carlton. So popular were these 
affairs that Madame eventually hired Carnegie Hall.” She was 
the subject of an eponymous 2016 biopic starring Meryl Streep 
and Hugh Grant, that climaxed with that Carnegie Hall recital.

The King Brothers
SABRE DANCE
LABEL Parlophone
RELEASED 1961
It’s the liveliest of the folk 
dances that conclude the fi nal 
act of Aram Khachaturian’s 
1942 ballet Gayane – and the 
most well-known item in the 
Armenian composer’s canon. 

If he was even aware of it, what did he make of what bears as 
much relation to these cavortings as low-fat margarine to full-
cream dairy butter? Arranged like a would-be showstopper from 
the musicals that the three King siblings preferred to rock’n’roll, 
their Sabre Dance was carried by in-one-ear-and-out-the-other 
lyrics and passages that further justify credits for two other 
writers as well as Khachaturian. More agreeable was Love 
Sculpture’s high-velocity instrumental workout of his pièce de 
résistance in 1968.  
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The Larks
MY REVERIE
LABEL Apollo
RELEASED 1951
Evolving from a gospel 
quartet, they were inspired 
by The Ink Spots’ humming 
polyphony and lyrical 
preoccupation directed 
ostensibly towards the boy 

‘saving himself ’ for his future bride rather than the pimpled 
fumbler of a ‘cheap’ girl’s bra-strap. Certainly, My Reverie 
has more to do with a wistful embrace at the conclusion of an 
evening out than, say, the precisely contemporaneous Sixty 
Minute Man by fellow New Yorkers, The Dominoes. The Larks’ 
song had been around since 1938 when it was a hit for Bing 
Crosby – and, just before that, Brooklyn bandleader Larry 
Clinton (with vocals by Bea Wain) after he married his lyrics to 
1890’s Rêverie, a piece for piano by Debussy. 

Freddy Martin And 
His Orchestra
BUMBLE BOOGIE
LABEL RCA Victor
RELEASED 1946
In 1941, Freddy’s big band left 
the runway with Tonight We 
Love, with lyrics to the melody 
of the same Tchaikovsky 
excerpt as The Cougars’ Red 

Square was to be. Other classical themes adopted by Martin 
included Christian Petzold’s Minuet in G major as A Lover’s 
Concerto (exhumed in 1965 to chart-busting effect by The 
Toys), and this swing reworking of Rimsky-Korsakov’s Flight 
Of The Bumblebee (from his 1899–1900 opera The Tale Of 
Tsar Saltan) by pianist Jack Fina, who was asked 15 years later 
by Kim Fowley for permission to use it for B Bumble and the 
Stingers fi rst single. Clambering to No.21 in the USA, this paved 
the way for the more spectacular Nut Rocker). 

Kokomo
ASIA MINOR 
LABEL Future Records/Felsted Records
RELEASED 1961
To avoid alienating the fan 
base they’d accumulated in 
jazz circles, Philadelphia’s 
Jimmy Wisner Trio – pianist 
Wisner, bass player Ace 
Tesone and drummer Chick 

Kinney – disguised themselves as Kokomo for this exercise in 
boogie-woogie. Augmented with strings, and with thumbtacks 
on the hammers of Jimmy’s keyboard to lend a punchier 
‘authenticity’, the title, Asia Minor, alliterated with the key 
of the piece it had thus revamped – the introit to the fi rst 
movement of Grieg’s Piano Concerto in A Minor. The fi rm 
that was releasing the combo’s jazz records turned up its nose 
at Asia Minor – forcing Wisner to put it out on his own label. 
Picking up immediate airplay, it scaled the US Top 10.  

Mario Lanza
DRINKING SONG
LABEL HMV
RELEASED 1955
When television transmission 
was resumed in Britain 
after wartime closure, ‘pop’ 
consisted mainly of musak 
scorings of Handel, Offenbach, 
Rossini  and light opera arias 

from the likes of Mario Lanza. This exuberance from the fi lm 
of Sigmund Romberg’s The Student Prince in which Lanza 
overdubbed the singing of the male lead. It washed up at No.13 
in the UK – as Lanza’s crack at the operetta’s I’ll Walk With God 
did in Ireland that same year. “I had records by Mario when I 
was 17, 18 years old”, revealed Elvis Presley in 1972, “I just loved 
his music”. Indeed, The King had already paid respects to his 
hero by selecting Santa Lucia, a song associated with Lanza, for 
1965’s Elvis For Everyone LP. 

Liberace
LIBERACE BY 
CANDLELIGHT
LABEL Columbia
RELEASED 1953
Two concert favourites, Liszt’s 
Concerto No. 2 In A Major 
and Tales From The Vienna 
Woods by Johann Strauss II, 
are delivered in customary 

fl amboyant manner by the larger-than-life entertainer who 
left his mark on Little Richard, Esquerita, Jerry Lee Lewis 
and other piano-pumping rockers. His natural showmanship 
came to the fore by the early-50s through a repertoire that 
included further light classics such as Story 0f Three Loves – a 
Rachmaninov variation on a tune by Paganini. His fame was 
such that he was name-checked in Mr Sandman, a 1954 smash 
by The Chordettes. A year later, Liberace starred (as a deaf 
concert pianist) in the movie Sincerely Yours. 
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Anthony Newley
DRINK TO ME ONLY 
WITH THINE EYES
LABEL Decca
RELEASED 1961 (on the LP Tony)
While it’s very unlikely that 
an original shellac pressing 
in 1909 by Spanish-American 
bel canto baritone Emilio de 
Gogorza served as a demo, the 

Newley endeavour is sung as straight as his jazzed-up Pop Goes 
The Weasel hit 45 wasn’t. Scored for just fl ute, harp and double-
bass, the opus had resonance for Johnny Cash as it was one of 
the fi rst he ever performed in public (when studying at Dyess 
High School, Arkansas). As a songwriter, Newley went on to win 
the 1963 Grammy Award for Song of the Year for What Kind Of 
Fool Am I? He also wrote songs that others made hits including  
Goldfi nger (the title song of the James Bond fi lm), and Feeling 
Good, which became a hit for Nina Simon.

Nero & The 
Gladiators
IN THE HALL 
OF THE 
MOUNTAIN KING 
LABEL Decca
RELEASED 1961
Nero & The Gladiators 
were a British instrumental 
rock’n’roll band in the early-

60s. Led by keyboard player Mike O'Neill as “Nero”, they  had 
two minor hits, Entry Of The Gladiators and In The Hall Of The 
Mountain King. The fi rst was by Julius Fucik and was usually 
associated with the arrival of clowns in a circus ring. The 
follow-up was a similar rocking-up of what began as incidental 
music by Grieg for a dream-like scene in Ibsen’s 1867 play Peer 
Gynt. It might have risen higher than No.48 had it not been 
for the BBC policy then of banning the broadcasting of what it 
considered to be non-parodic pop renditions of classical themes. 

The Piltdown Men
PILTDOWN 
RIDES AGAIN
LABEL Capitol
RELEASED 1960
They consisted of mostly 
middle-aged jazzers and 
conservatoire-trained 
instrumentalist. Versatile 
and coldly professional, the 

collective allowed their arranger Ed Cobb of The Four Preps 
and Lincoln Mayorga, to call the shots throughout the session. 
This robust retread of the March Of The Swiss Soldiers fi nale 
of Rossini’s William Tell Overture, heard weekly over credits 
during repeats of The Lone Ranger on children’s television, 
reached No.14 in Britain. Sounds Incorporated, dominated too 
by a horn section, purloined Piltdown Rides Again as a signature 
tune, rechristened it William Tell, and, in 1964, landed it within 
an ace of No.1 in Australia. 

The Nocturnes
TROIKA
LABEL Solar
RELEASED 1964
Sergei Prokofi ev’s fi rst venture 
into fi lm music was 1934’s 
Lieutenant Kijé, one of the 
earliest ‘talkies’ shot in the 
Soviet Union. While it was 
still in general circulation, he 

turned his contribution into an orchestral suite that could be 
appreciated without accompanying visuals. Stemming from an 
old Hussar regimental exultancy, the fourth movement, Troika 
(a sound portrait of a hair-raising sleigh ride) was resurrected 
by New York’s Sauter-Finegan Orchestra in 1952 and by The 
Nocturnes as a B-side to Rawhide. Troika was the instrumental 
outfi t’s response to the beat boom’s emphasis on vocals. Issued 
by a London company of no great merit, it was akin to The 
Cougars’ Tchaikovsky transformations. 

Elvis Presley
IT’S NOW OR NEVER
LABEL RCA
RELEASED 1960
Within weeks of his discharge 
from the army, Elvis nailed 
this translation of O Sole Mio, 
a Neapolitan song from the 
beginning of the century that 
had entered the round-vowelled 

repertoires of Enrico Caruso, Rosa Ponselle, Beniamino Gigli, 
and, crucially, Mario Lanza (and, in 1980, Luciano Pavarotti’s 
reading was to win him a Grammy for Best Classical Vocal 
Performance). In 1949, it crossed over to pop when the melody 
underpinned There’s No Tomorrow by Tony Martin. Presley, 
however, commissioned new English lyrics, resulting in It’s Now 
Or Never, a global chart-topper – though copyright problems 
delayed its issue in Britain, thus so building up anticipation that 
the single went straight to the top of the charts.
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Screamin’ Jay 
Hawkins 
IF YOU ARE BUT
A DREAM
LABEL Epic
RELEASED 1958  
Before his I Put A Spell On 
You breakthrough, the pioneer 
of horror-rock functioned in 
regional dance bands of his 

native Ohio, honking saxophone and singing in a warm Nat 
‘King’ Cole-esque baritone. If You Are But A Dream peeped 
out on his debut 33rpm offering At Home With Screamin' Jay 
Hawkins. The melody is based on Anton Rubinstein’s Romance 
in E fl at, popularly known as “Rubinstein's Romance”. The 
song however is most closely associated with Frank Sinatra, 
who recorded it fi rst for Columbia Records in 1944, with an 
arrangement by Axel Stordahl. This recording was on the 
reverse side of a 78rpm record with White Christmas. 

Sounds 
Incorporated
LIGHT CAVALRY 
LABEL Columbia [Australia]
RELEASED 1964
The gallop within Franz von 
Suppé’s overture to his Leichte 
Kavallerie operetta was seized 
upon by the most distinguished 
British instrumental combo 

that came to the fore post-Merseybeat. Yet they never had a big 
hit at home – possibly because of (or despite) a non-conformity 
to the lead-rhythm-bass-drums group stereotype, preferring 
instead the fi xed tonality of keyboards and the trills, tootles 
and rasps of woodwinds as a principal stylistic thrust. Light 
Cavalry was issued as a single Australia after they scored a No.2 
smash hit with William Tell Overture. Such was the zenith of 
a distinguished 10-year career that was buoyed otherwise by 
earnings on the road. 

Elvis Presley
CAN’T HELP 
FALLING IN LOVE
LABEL RCA
RELEASED 1961
In March 1961, Elvis played 
the last show before an eight-
year retirement from the stage   
at Pearl Harbour’s Block Arena 
on the island where he was 

to complete Blue Hawaii, his biggest grossing celluloid vehicle 
yet. Lifted from its soundtrack (taped in Nashville before Elvis 
arrived on set), the song would be performed as Presley’s show 
fi nale during live performances in the late-60s and 70s. Can’t 
Help Falling In Love was drawn from Plaisir d’amour, a chanson 
by Jean-Paul-Égide Martini, a court composer who retained 
his offi ce after the overthrow of the French monarchy, writing 
a cantata for Napoleon’s wedding in 1810. A bilingual Plaisir 
d’amour was released by Joan Baez in 1965. 

Paul Revere And 
The Raiders
LIKE, LONG HAIR
LABEL Gardena
RELEASED 1961
By the close of the 1950s, 
‘longhair’ as a slang 
expression had more to do 
with beatniks, exemplifi ed by 
a Parisian party scene during 

The Rebel in which Tony Hancock encounters a vers libre 
bard with shoulder-length locks. “Enchanté, mademoiselle,” he 
smiles, only to have a man’s deep voice snarl “Do you mind?!”. 
On this instrumental, however, ‘longhair’ reverts to its original 
meaning, namely ‘classical’ – music considered worse than jazz 
records an unruly class destroyed from a teacher’s treasured 
collection in 1955’s Blackboard Jungle. It’s bracketed with 
Rachmaninoff-like piano fl ourishes but is otherwise a moderato 
12-bar blues.  

Allan Sherman
HELLO MUDDUH, 
HELLO FADDUH! 
(A LETTER FROM 
CAMP)
LABEL Warner Brothers
RELEASED 1963
Dance Of The Hours, from 
Amilcare Ponchielli’s La 
Gioconda opera, is the musical 

bedrock of a lament by a homesick youth from a comedian 
who’d learnt his craft in the theatres of the ‘Borscht Belt’, a 
summer resort in upstate New York. His path thus crossed those 
of Shelley Berman, Milton Berle, Jerry Lewis – and near-the-
knuckle satirist Lenny Bruce, who was name-checked in Return 
To Camp Granada, the belated and soundalike sequel after  
Hello Muddah, Hello Fadduh all but topped the US Hot 100. 
The same melody had also buttressed Nancy Sinatra’s Like I Do, 
a 1962 hit in Ponchielli’s Italian homeland.  
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Edgard Varèse 
COMPLETE WORKS 
OF EDGARD VARÈSE, 
VOLUME 1 
LABEL RCA
RELEASED 1958
Today, Edgard Varèse is an 
accepted modern classical 
giant, but in a Look magazine 
article his art was described 

as ‘the worst music in the world’. After reading this, 14-year-old 
Frank Zappa bought a dog-eared copy of Complete Works Of 
Edgard Varèse, Volume 1, attracted too by “a guy that looked like 
a mad scientist on the cover”. As an adult rock star, Frank was to 
commit himself to keeping Varese’s music before the public. “It 
didn’t make any difference to me if I was listening to Lightnin’ 
Slim, or a vocal group called The Jewels or Varèse or Stravinsky,” 
he commented shortly before his death in 1993, “to me it was all 
good music.”

The Swingle 
Singers
BACH’S GREATEST 
HITS (TITLED JAZZ 
SÉBASTIEN BACH IN 
FRANCE) 
LABEL Philips
RELEASED 1963
The Swingle Singers were 
a choir assembled by Ward 

Lamar Swingle, a former conductor of Les Ballets De Paris. 
Addressing themselves to jazzy arrangements of the classics – 
particularly Bach – their wordless style had the unprecedented 
effect of predetermined mass scat-singing. As such, they helped 
ready pop consumers for the likes of Walter Carlos’ Switched-
On Bach and ELP’s Pictures At An Exhibition. After this 
Grammy-winning release made inroads into both the British and 
US album Top 20s, the collective became leading ambassadors of 
Gallic culture and in the 70s, the smaller Swingles II formed. 

Jackie Wilson
NIGHT
LABEL Brunswick
RELEASED 1960
The Detroit vocalist had been 
dead for two years when, to tie 
in with its use in a television 
commercial, his 1957 UK hit, 
Reet Petite, was re-issued 
in the UK to rise quickly to 

No.1. Two more dusted-off Wilson singles followed [I Get The 
Sweetest Feeling and (Your Love Keeps Lifting Me) Higher And 
Higher]. In the US however it was 1960’s Night  which proved 
to be his most popular song, reaching No.4 in the Billboard Hot 
100. The song is based on the aria “Mon cœur s'ouvre à ta voix” 
from the opera Samson And Delilah by Camille Saint-Saëns, 
with lyrics by Johnny Lehmann. This was a successful effort for 
Jackie Wilson to sing in an operatic voice. This version ended on 
a wild orchestral descending scale on the strings.

David Whitfi eld
WILLAM TELL
LABEL Decca
RELEASED 1959
The celebrated march from 
Rossini’s 1829 opera rears up 
again – but with the addition 
of stirring lyrics by Harold 
Purcell. The long-remembered  
television theme song to The 

Adventures Of William Tell  was sung by David Whitfi eld. A 
former apprentice welder from Hull, Whitfi eld’s quasi-operatic 
style, had been overlooked ever since the emerging onslaught of 
rock’n’roll. Yet there was a time when Whitfi eld caused Dickie 
Valentine, the most popular British vocalist in 1955’s NME 
readers poll, to nervously glance backwards, with hits such as 
Cara Mia and Answer Me. Whitfi eld was the fi rst to reach the 
Top 10 of the Billboard Top 100 and the fi rst artist from Britain 
to sell over a million copies of a record in the US.

The Ventures
RAP CITY
LABEL Liberty
RELEASED 1964
Victory over Britain was not 
a priority for this Seattle 
four-piece. While The Beatles 
dominated global pop charts, 
The Ventures concentrated on 
territories like Japan where 

their guitar-led instrumentals – abundant with reverberation, 
metallic picking and vibrato arm – if old-fashioned everywhere 
else, were to remain popular into the 70s. The Ventures visited 
the US Top 10 in 1969 (their fi rst in fi ve years) with the theme 
to television police drama Hawaii Five-O, but this earlier B-side 
of Slaughter On Tenth Avenue took a swing at the most feted of 
Brahms’ Hungarian Dances: that tune was sourced not from a 
traditional folk air as Brahms fi rst supposed, but Bártfai Emlék, 
a csárdás by Slovenian composer/conductor Béla Kéler. 
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In 1964 Jerry Lee was 
the king of controversy, 
a rock’n’roll pariah 
surrounded by scandal, 
but a hero’s welcome 
awaited in Hamburg...

On the evening of 5 April 1964, 
the Star-Club in Hamburg, West 
Germany was packed to capacity. 

In front of the stage a crowd of drunken 
hardcore rock’n’roll greasers stomped their 
feet, guzzling beer and whisky in anticipation 
of the night’s main attraction. Further back, 
a milling crowd of club regulars – bouffanted 
mod girls, cool and stylish German rockers and 
the usual contingent of Hamburg’s most stylish 
working girls mixed with American GI’s and 
British Tommies from nearby military bases. 
Segregated from the crowd was a small roped-
off area where the rich and well-connected 
from both sides of the law sat at individual 
tables. Outside the club, a crowd of people 
lacking tickets gathered around the entrance 
hoping to bribe, cajole or sneak their way into 
the sold out show.

At 9pm the MC announced the main 
attraction of the evening. With that simple 
proclamation, Jerry Lee Lewis — the Ferriday 
Fireball and the rock’n’roll pariah who had 
been wandering in the musical wilderness of 
his homeland for the last six years, strode on to 
the stage like the exiled king he was. 

Seating himself at the piano, he jabbed the 
keys of the piano with his fi ngers and rocked 
the Star-Club as hard as any human ever had 
or ever would.

Released in December 1964, Jerry Lee Lewis’  
Live At The Star-Club, Hamburg has become 
one of the most famous and acclaimed live 
albums ever recorded. The album captured 

JERRY LEE LEWIS
L I V E  A T  T H E  S T A R - C L U B ,  H A M B U R G  •  1 9  •  G E R M A N  P H I L I P S

MEAN WOMAN BLUES CLAUDE DEMETRIUS ( 1)
HIGH SCHOOL CONFIDENTIAL RON HARGRAVE, JERRY LEE LEWIS ( 5)

MONEY (THAT’S WHAT I WANT) JANIE BRAD ORD, BERRY GORDY ( 5)
MATCHBOX CARL PERKINS ( )

WHAT’D I SAY, PART 1 RAY CHARLES ( 18)
WHAT’D I SAY, PART 2 RAY CHARLES ( 8)

GREAT BALLS OF FIRE OTIS BLACKWELL, JACK HAMMER (1 8)
GOOD GOLLY, MISS MOLLY BUMPS BLACKWELL, JOHN MARASCALCO ( 19)
LEWIS BOOGIE JERRY LEE LEWIS (1 55)
YOUR CHEATIN’ HEART HANK WILLIAMS ( )
HOUND DOG JERRY LEIBER, MIKE STOLLER ( 8)
LONG TALL SALLY ENOTRIS JOHNSON, BUMPS BLACKWELL, LITTLE RICHARD (1 5 )
WHOLE LOTTA SHAKIN’ GOIN’ ON SUNNY DAVID, DAVE WILLIAMS ( )
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The Ferriday Fireball was captured 
in concert for a hot rock’n’rolling 
record in 1964
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Jerry Lee at a pivotal point in his career. The   
songs on the album are white-hot examples of 
rock’n’roll from one of its greatest talents, at a 
time when he had nothing to lose.

YOU SHAKE MY NERVES...
Jerry Lee Lewis’ spectacular fall from grace 
in May 1958 left his career in tatters. The 
news of his marriage to his 13-year-old cousin 
resulted in most radio stations and many record 
stores banning Jerry Lee’s records. Seemingly 
overnight, The Killer plummeted from a top 
attraction earning thousands of dollars in grand 
theaters to brutal one-nighters in juke joints 
and seedy nightclubs. Over the next five years, 
Jerry Lee recorded one amazing record after 

another. A few singles crept into the lower 
reaches of the Hot 100, and in 1961 he managed 
to barely crack the Top 40 with a blistering 
cover of Ray Charles’ What’d I Say, but his 
smash hit making days seemed to be over.

On the road, Jerry Lee poured his 
frustrations and anger into his live 
performances. He was determined to survive 
his ordeal and, through a sheer force of will 
by the 60s, Jerry Lee’s determination began 
reaping benefits. 

Although his records were banned from 
most radio stations, his ferocious live shows 
slowly built a following across the Southern 
US. Across the Atlantic, a younger generation 
of British and European rock’n’roll fans 
discovered his records. In 1962 and 1963, 
he returned to the British Isles for two 
spectacularly successful tours. With his 
fortunes improving, Jerry Lee signed a new 
recording contract with Smash Records in 
September 1963. By the early months of 1964, 
he appeared to be on the edge of a comeback. 
With a new single, I’m On Fire, ready to be 
released he boarded a plane in March 1964 for 
a three week tour of the UK and Germany.

...AND YOU RATTLE MY BRAIN
The UK promoter hired a hot, young British 
R&B combo, The Nashville Teens, to back 
Jerry Lee for the tour. Formed in 1962, The 
Nashville Teens featured two lead singers, 
Arthur Sharp and Ray Phillips. After the 
group’s opening set, Sharp and Phillips left the 
stage to the remaining members of the band 
— guitarist John Allen, bassist Pete Shannon 
and drummer Barrie Jenkins — who backed 
Jerry Lee while he blazed away on the piano. 
Starting the tour on 19 March 1964, with an 
appearance on a Granada Television special, 
the assemblage hit the road for 13 one-nighters 
across the UK, and then headed to Germany 
for a show in Berlin and the final date at the 
Star-Club in Hamburg.

Siggi Loch, an executive at Phillips Records 
in Germany, was recording rock’n’roll shows 
at the Star-Club with plans to release a series 
of live albums. Since Phillips was Smash 
Records’ distributor for most of Europe, 
Loch had no problem securing permission 
to record the performance. Using a simple 
quarter inch two-track stereo set-up, Loch 
positioned microphones as close to Jerry 
Lee and the band as possible and placed an 
extra microphone in the crowd to record the 
audience’s reaction.

Jerry Lee performed two sets with a total of 
15 songs: Down The Line, You Win Again, High 
School Confidential, Your Cheatin’ Heart, Great 
Balls Of Fire, What’d I Say Parts 1 & 2, and 

“ALTHOUGH HIS 
RECORDS WERE 
BANNED FROM 

MOST RADIO 
STATIONS, HIS 

FEROCIOUS 
LIVE SHOWS 

SLOWLY BUILT A 
FOLLOWING”

Jerry Lee Lewis was not 
the only high-profiled US 

rocker to play the 
Star-Club in Hamburg, 

others include Ray 
Charles, Bo Diddley, Fats 

Domino, Everly Brothers, 
Bill Haley and 
 Jimi Hendrix
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Whole Lotta Shakin’  
Goin’ On! Jerry Lee  
Lewis rocking on   
stage at the Star-Club   
in Hamburg 
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Mean Woman Blues in the fi rst set, and Good 
Golly Miss Molly, Matchbox, Money (That’s 
What I Want), Whole Lotta Shakin’ Goin’ On, 
Lewis Boogie, Hound Dog, Long Tall Sally and 
I’m On Fire comprising the second set. 

Three songs were excluded from the album 
for later release. (Down The Line would be 
restored for later reissues of the album but the 
tapes for You Win Again and I’m On Fire were 
subsequently lost). Rather than presenting 
an exact documentation of Jerry Lee’s 
performance, Loch chose to rearrange the track 
sequence to create an album that spat, breathed 
and exhaled rock’n’roll excitement.

THE GERMAN CROWD GOES INSANE!
After a brief introduction and audience 
applause, the album bursts out of the gate with 
the force of a wild stallion as Jerry Lee tears 
into the Elvis hit, Mean Woman Blues.  The 
message to the listener is clear: “Hang on tight, 
Hoss. The Killer is taking you for a ride like 
you ain’t never had before!” After a few words 

to the audience, Jerry Lee barrels into a mad, 
runaway freight train version of his third Sun 
hit, High School Confi dential. Although the 
Nashville Teens play furiously throughout the 
song, within a few bars of the opening, Jerry 
Lee zooms ahead of them. 

The band struggles to catch up for the next 
two minutes. Pounding away on the piano 
at an almost inhuman rate of speed, Jerry 
Lee’s supersonic tempo renders the lyrics 
indecipherable as the music transmutes into a 
fi reball of pure rock’n’roll fury.

With chants of “Jerry, Jerry…” coming from 
the audience, the killer introduces the next 
song, Money (That’s What I Want). With a 
measured beat, it might seem The Killer has 
stepped back to catch his breath from the 
fury of the fi rst two numbers, but it’s a false 
impression as he delivers the Barrett Strong 
song with regal and forceful majesty.

The same can be said for the version of 
Carl Perkins’ Matchbox that follows. 
Substituting hillbilly swagger for rock’n’roll 
punch, both Jerry Lee and Nashville Teen 
guitarist John Allen deliver tasty solos on 
their designated instruments.

The Killer returns to the frantic with What’d 
I Say (Parts 1 & 2). Split into two consecutive 
tracks on the original LP, the Ray Charles 
sexy soul rave-up is perhaps the album’s most 
momentous performance as Jerry Lee brings 
the excitement to a peak on each verse and 
follows with a higher peak on the next. He 
then slows down the tempo slightly in the 
middle of Part 2, building excitement with a 
call and response that sucks the audience into 
the proceedings before ending in a fury of 
unbridled musical excitement.

Side 2 opens with the crowd again chanting 
“Jerry, Jerry…” The Killer cuts them off with 
a powerhouse rendition Great Balls Of Fire, 
speeding though his biggest hit in less than 
two minutes. Without a pause, he then jumps 
fl ailing into the Little Richard classic Good 
Golly, Miss Molly, ramping up the tempo on 
each verse until his singing dissolves into a 
machine gun symphony of syllables.

Backing off on the throttle just a bit, Jerry 
Lee moves on to one his few self-written 
numbers, Lewis Boogie. Barreling through the 
number, the Nashville Teens narrowly manage 
to keep pace with the frantic tempo, almost 
tumbling over themselves at the song’s sudden 
rhythmic stops.

Jerry Lee gives the band and audience 
another breather with Hank Williams’ 1952 
heartbreak ballad, Your Cheatin’ Heart. 
Featuring some of the most accomplished 
piano playing on the album, Jerry Lee infuses 
the song with genuine honky tonk heartache. 

“AFTER A BRIEF 
INTRODUCTION 
AND AUDIENCE 
APPLAUSE, THE 
ALBUM BURSTS 

OUT OF THE 
GATE WITH THE 

FORCE OF A 
WILD STALLION”

Live At The Star-Club, 
Hamburg is generally 

regarded as one of the 
greatest live rock and roll 

albums ever made

© 
Ge

tty
JERRY LEE LEWIS: LIVE AT THE STAR-CLUB, HAMBURG
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JACOB TOLLIVER ON JERRY LEE LEWIS
The former star of the Million Dollar Quartet musical reveals 
what it’s like to have Jerry Lee call you “Killer” 

From February 
2013 to December 
2016, Jacob 
Tolliver portrayed 
Jerry Lee Lewis 
in the Las Vegas 
production of 
the Tony award-
winning musical 

Million Dollar Quartet. Just 21 years old 
when he won the role of the Ferriday 
Fireball, Tolliver garnered praise for both 
his acting and ability on the 88s. Tolliver 
spoke with Vintage Rock about his 
favourite live album.

How did you discover the music of 
Jerry Lee Lewis?
I started playing piano when I was 
around 12 or 13. From the beginning, I 
was playing boogie woogie. It just started 
coming out of me. People kept telling 
me I needed to listen to Jerry Lee. One 
day my dad called the radio station and 
asked them to play Great Balls Of Fire. 
That was the fi rst time I’d heard the 
song, and I loved it. It was right around 
the time Jerry Lee released his  Last 
Man Standing album. I started listening 
to Jerry Lee’s music along with Little 
Richard and Fats Domino. A few years 
later, the opportunity came along for me 
to audition for the Million Dollar Quartet, 
and it turned out I was exactly the same 
age as Jerry Lee was when he was at Sun 
Records that night.

How did you discover the  Live At The 
Star-Club... album?
Hearing it the fi rst time was like a 
religious experience. It’s just pure, raw, 
rock’n’roll oozing out of his fi ngers. I 
played the CD on repeat for months.  
There were things in that album I never 
heard him do before. On every track he 
does these kind of off-beat syncopated 
notes that are just amazing. It was a 
magical night that they caught on tape.

Other than the excitement level, what 
impressed you about the album?
I’ve heard some people say the album 
isn’t mixed well. The piano is turned 

up much higher in the mix than you 
would normally expect, but I think that’s 
one of its beauties. It’s not overbearing 
and doesn’t overpower his vocals. You 
get to hear every little thing that he 
plays. Maybe his vocals and the piano 
overpower the band, but who cares? It 
isn’t proper, it isn’t right, but it’s perfect.

Has listening to the album altered 
the way you play piano?
Defi nitely, specifi cally the way he played 
those off-beat notes I mentioned. The 
way he plays goes against the grain of 
any normal counting of the beat that a 
musician would do. Instead, within a 
measure he’s playing all these notes off-
beat, but he falls right back on the one beat 
perfectly every time. To a trained, proper 
musician it seems like madness.  

Do you have any specifi c favourites on 
the album?
On Your Cheatin’ Heart he plays like 
he has two right hands. Normally the 
left hand plays a pattern and right plays 
the melody, but on that song his hands 
are playing separate melodies, but they 
combine perfectly. It’s just gorgeous. 
There’s so much going on and it works 
so well. It may be above my musical 
intelligence to master, but I’ve certainly 
tried to. My other favourites are the 
two Little Richard covers. They rock 
harder than any metal band or any hard 
rock band. I think they even top Little 
Richard’s versions. These versions of 
those songs have a special magic. He was 
just fi ring on all cylinders.

Have you had the chance to meet Jerry 
Lee in person? 
I’ve become very close with Jerry Lee and 
his whole family. They’ve been very kind 
to me and call me “Cousin Jacob.” They 
fl ew me in to play at his 80th birthday 
party a couple of years ago. I was playing 
at Jerry Lee’s club on Beale Street, and 
he was upstairs listening on the monitor. 
When I went up to see him afterwards, he 
said: “Killer, that was tight. That was good 
work.” To have Jerry Lee call you “Killer” 
is like the Queen knighting you! 

With the last note still ringing, Jerry 
Lee shifts back to turbo drive with an 
uproarious version of the Leiber and 
Stoller classic, Hound Dog.

The excitement gets turned up to 
ten with another Little Richard cover, 
Long Tall Sally. Once again the Nashville 
Teens struggle to keep up with the 
runaway train of Jerry Lee’s tempo as 
the music transforms into pure, white-
hot energy.

To close the album, Loch chose an 
epic performance of one of Jerry Lee’s 
greatest hits, Whole Lotta Shakin’ Goin’ 
On. Beginning with the boogie woogie 
rumbling of Jerry Lee’s powerful left 
hand on the keyboard, the song slowly 
builds in tension and excitement. As 
he reaches the bridge, he pulls back 
allowing the full force of his lascivious 
musical seduction to work its magic 
on the crowd. He slams the song home in 
an orgasmic rock’n’roll release, leaving 
the listener exhausted and basking in the 
afterglow of an incredible performance.

GREATEST LIVE SHOW ON EARTH
Initially released in Germany by 
Phillips Records, Live At The Star-Club, 
Hamburg was eventually released in 
the UK, France and several other 
European countries. 

Although there was no denying the 
album’s power, legalities prevented 
a Smash Records release in the US. 
Instead, Smash recorded Jerry Lee 
in front of 18,000 frantic fans at the 
Municipal Auditorium in Birmingham, 
Alabama to create The Greatest Live 
Show On Earth (released in 1964) an 
album that lives up to its title only if the 
Star-Club recordings are excluded from 
the comparison.

Fifty-Three years later,  Live At The 
Star-Club, Hamburg is still one of most 
dynamic and wildest live albums ever 
recorded. Jerry Lee’s hopes for a return 
to the top of the rock’n’roll charts never 
materialised.  Ironically, he was stymied 
by the new generation of British rockers 
who breathed new life into his career 
as they blocked him from returning to 
rock’n’roll superstardom. 

Jerry Lee eventually became a major 
country star and received recognition 
as a rock’n’roll icon, but he settled the 
question of who was the true master of 
rock’n’roll fury once and for all on the 
stage of the Star-Club on that memorable 
night in Hamburg in 1964.
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L eading off this edition of Long Live Vinyl, Vintage Rock 
has some hellfire rock’n’roll from Del Shannon, Gene 
Vincent, and Jerry Lee Lewis, directly followed by a ton 
of splendidly obscure soul and R&B. So buckle up folks – 

it’s going to be a wild journey! 

FROM SWEET SOUL AND ROUGH R&B TO 
ROCK’N’ROLL CUTS BY BOTH FAMOUS AND  
OBSCURE ACTS, BILL DAHL CORRALS JUST  
SOME OF THE DELICIOUS VINYL PLATTERS 
AVAILABLE FOR YOUR PURCHASING  
PLEASURE THIS MONTH… 

Gene Vincent And  
His Blue Caps
THIS IS GENE VINCENT 

Bear Family has reissued a repro of 
the rockabilly mauler’s 1959 
Japanese album as a collector’s 
edition. Vincent’s early classics are 
here in abundance: Be-Bop-A-Lula, 
Blue Jean Bop, Ain’t She Sweet, and 
Jezebel all featuring the astonishing 
lead guitar of Cliff Gallup. You’ll also 
encounter the slightly later, but 
similarly savage, Dance To The Bop, 
Right Now, and I Got A Baby, the 
latter pair added as bonus tracks by 
Bear Family to the tremendously 
rare LP’s original 10 songs. Only 
1,000 copies have been pressed, 
with the first 500 on coloured vinyl. 

Del Shannon 
GREATEST HITS & FINEST PERFORMANCES 

The man with the stratospheric pipes gets the deluxe 
treatment on this exquisite collection from RWA – 16 
selections dominated by his 60s classics for Big Top 
(the immortal Runaway, Hats Off To Larry, Hey! 
Little Girl, and Little Town Flirt), Berlee and Amy 
labels (Keep Searchin’, Stranger In Town, the garage 
rock pounder Move It On Over with Dennis Coffey’s 
gloriously fuzzed-out guitar), with a few delightful 
rarities sprinkled in for good measure. Unissued at the 
time, Flat No. 3, recorded in England in 1963, is a real 
rocking find, and this rendition of I Go To Pieces is the 
gold standard on that memorable Shannon composition. 
Del was the first American rocker to cover the Beatles 

with his faithful 
version of From 
Me To You, and 
it’s on board too. 
Presentation 
is first-class all 
the way – 180-
gram pressing, 
gatefold cover 
with lengthy 
liner notes, full 
discographical 
information. 
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ALBUM REVIEWS

Jerry Lee Lewis
I CAN’T SEEM TO SAY GOODBYE

Instead of reprising the same 
seminal Sun hits, the Bear Family 
dug deep into The Killer’s middle 
and later years at Sun for this new 
comp, digging up 14 alternate takes 
never before transferred to vinyl. 
The Pumping Piano man rocks his 
way through the ancient Carry Me 
Back To Old Virginia, tries his best to 
wrest Sweet Little Sixteen away 
from Chuck Berry and Good Golly 
Miss Molly from Little Richard’s 
grasp, and turns in a manic Hong 
Kong Blues that even its composer, 
Hoagy Carmichael, might not have 
recognised. 180-gram vinyl makes it 
sound all the better.

Various Artists
LET’S DO THE BOOGALOO

Of all the dance crazes that swept 
the world’s discotheques during the 
60s, the Boogaloo was one of the 
longest-running, bringing together 
R&B and Latin strains to produce an 
extremely spicy hybrid. BGP’s 
two-LP overview boasts a few 
readily familiar classics, but the 
majority of these funky workouts 
are undeservedly obscure. Roy Lee 
Johnson, the Capitols, Timmy 
Thomas, Lou Courtney, Jimmy 
Castor, the Bar-Kays, Tom and 
Jerrio, and the Exotics stoke the 
heat non-stop – even Chubby 
Checker is represented with Hey 
You! Little Boo-Ga-Loo. 

Jerry Lee Lewis
IN THE BEGINNING 

Every one of the 14 performances 
that comprise this Bear Family LP 
are alternate takes on Jerry Lee's 
classics, and with the lone exception 
of I Could Never Be Ashamed Of You, 
raging rockers at that. They’re all 
here: Whole Lotta Shakin’ Going On, 
Great Balls Of Fire, Breathless, Down 
The Line, It’ll Be Me – but each track 
is different from the smash version 
that we know so intimately. A few 
less familiar titles, the Midnighters’ 
Sexy Ways, Charlie Rich’s Break Up, 
the Roland Janes-penned Put Me 
Down – are here as well, but will all 
sound new again to even the most 
ardent Lewis collector.  

Various Artists
MIRWOOD NORTHERN SOUL

The Northern Soul contingent 
should adore Kent’s latest 
collection, culled from the mid-60s 
archives of LA-based Mirwood 
Records. Quite a few of its 14 songs 
are beloved artefacts that 
constituency, all still danced to  
on a nightly basis – Richard 
Temple’s lead-off track That Beatin’ 
Rhythm, for example, as well as 
Bobby Garrett’s I Can’t Get Away 
and the Olympics’ Mine Exclusively. 
With Fred Smith the label’s top 
producer and James Carmichael  
its most prolific arranger,  
Mirwood developed its own 
distinctive sound.  

Willie B. (Darrell McCall)
BAD MOUTHIN’/THIS I GOTTA SEE

Darrell McCall was a young country 
singer from Ohio in 1961 when he 
cut the two delightfully blues-
soaked songs on this Bear Family 
single. After jamming with Jimmy 
Reed, McCall brought harpist Charlie 
McCoy and guitarist Wayne Moss 
into a studio and waxed both sides 
as demos, but he never did manage 
to hand them to the Chicago blues 
legend. The tracks ended up on the 
Miami-based Terri label, released 
under the alias of Willie B., and 
promptly fell through the cracks – 
so Bear Family’s reissue of the 
sinfully rare single is a very 
welcome sight. 

Various Artists
RUSS WINSTANLEY’S HEART  
OF NORTHERN SOUL: WIGAN 
CASINO MEMORIES

More Northern Soul action from 
Outta Sight guaranteed to get the 
faithful up and dancing. It’s a wide 
cross-section, ranging from Philly’s 
Yvonne Baker and LA crooner Al 
Wilson to the sophisticated stylings 
of Gerri Granger and blue-eyed 
soulster Johnny Caswell. Alice 
Clark’s powerful You Hit Me (Right 
Where It Hurts Me) and the recently 
departed Bobby Freeman’s I’ll Never 
Fall In Love Again provide two of the 
set’s highlights, as does Lou Pride’s 
treatment of I’m Com’un’ Home In 
The Morn’un.

Various Artists
POPCORN SOUL PARTY

Outta Sight takes an obscure path 
on this 16-song R&B anthology 
focusing on the late-50s and 
early-60s, but it’s a rewarding ride. 
Among the better-known 
performers featured are New 
Orleans belter Ernie K-Doe, sultry 
Faye Adams and ex-Ray Charles 
duet partner Mary Ann Fisher. Let’s 
Start A Romance spotlights the 
melismatic pipes of Little Joe Hinton 
and other highlights include I Say! 
That’s Alright, originally credited to 
the fictional Roosevelt Jones but 
actually features Louisiana singer 
Joe Barry, and Jimmy Breedlove’s 
My Guardian Angel. 

Various Artists
SUMMERTIME: JOURNEY TO THE 
CENTER OF THE SONG 

How many different ways can one 
song be interpreted? In the case of 
George and Ira Gershwin’s immortal 
Summertime, the answer is infinite 
with quite a contrasting batch of 
versions are on display here. Ronnie 
Hawkins, Gene Vincent, and Rick 
Nelson give the anthem a rock and 
roll-based spin, and there are 
smoother renditions by Sam Cooke 
and Marty Robbins, a Latin-styled 
arrangement from Edmundo Ross, 
and a zesty, horn-fuelled 1964 
instrumental treatment by Clarence 
“Gatemouth” Brown that showcases 
his endless versatility. 
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Various Artists 
BLUE AND LONESOME
JASMINE

Those clever folk at Jasmine, who have access to loads 
of old blues originals, must have welcomed The Rolling 
Stones’ decision to put out an all-blues album, with the 
same title, last year. A quick crawl into the archives, and 
they had the originals of the 11 tracks The Stones had 
decided to revive.

There were 11 tracks on The Stones’ Blue And 
Lonesome release, four of which were originally 
released by the Chess label harmonica genius Little 
Walter, and doubtless it was Mick Jagger who held 
sway over which cuts were laid down. 

The original Walter tracks – Just Your Fool, I Gotta 
Go, Blue And Lonesome and Hate To See You Go – are 
all fi ne examples of the material emanating from 
Chicago at the time. There’s two by Howlin’ Wolf in 

I’m Leaving You and Just 
Like I Treat You, while 
Otis Rush, Lightnin’ Slim, 
Jimmy Reed and Otis Rush 
get one track apiece. 

To take the track total 
to 30, Jasmine have chosen 
a further 19 numbers The 
Stones recorded over 
the years.

 LOVE IT  BUY IT 

 STREAM IT  PONDER IT  AVOID IT

Bobby Hendricks 
ITCHY TWITCHY FEELING SINGLES 
COLLECTION 1956–1961 
JASMINE

Tenor Bobby may be known only 
for the London-American single 
that gives this collection its title, 
but he was far from a one hit 
wonder. He sang lead with The 
Drifters for a brief moment, and 
it's his voice you hear on the classic, 
and often covered Drip Drop. He 
also had a pop hit with the novelty 
Psycho in 1960, otherwise fi nding 
big sellers elusive. But that doesn't 
alter the quality of his voice. An 
excellent compilation, enlivened 
by curator Bob Fisher’s detailed 
sleeve notes.

Various Artists
MONSTERS VAMPIRES 
VOODOOS & SPOOKS
JASMINE

Just in time for Hallowe’en, the 
archive meisters at Jasmine have 
come up with 33 scorching scarers 
to suit the season. Many, like Bobby 

“Boris” Pickett’s Monster Mash, John 
Zacherle’s hilarious Dinner With 
Drac and Sheb Wooley’s Purple 
People Eater, you’ll know. Many, 
like The Castle Kings’ You Can Get 
Him Frankenstein, are hidden 
treasures, worth the cost of the 
whole CD. Such a delight to be 
walking round a department store 
in October hearing Lavern Baker’s 
Voodoo Voodoo on the PA.

The Wheelgrinders 
TORQUE-FLITE BABY 
VIA THEWHEELGRINDERS.COM

Red hot Vancouver rockabilly trio, 
The Wheelgrinders have been 
blazing a trail of grinding rockabilly 
music across their home turf since 
June last year. Comprising three 
veterans of the BC scene, they are 
Greg Tiernan on vocals and lead 
guitar, Caroline Helmeczi on vocals 
and upright bass, and Stuart Quayle 
on drums. They do credible takes 
on classics by Carl Perkins, Eddie 
Cochran and Charlie Feathers, but 
what makes them of real interest is 
their own originals, which fi t the 
rockabilly mould but with added 
tongue-in-cheek lyrics. 

John Howard is spoilt for choice with an eclectic 
selection of new releases this edition with albums 
from Laura Ashleigh, Smokin’ A and Bob Butfoy, 
while Bobby Hendricks, Link Wray And The 
Wraymen and The Penguins get the compilation 
treatment. To celebrate the Hallowe’en season 
Monsters Vampires Voodoos & Spooks has also 
been rockin’ the Vintage Rock stereo 
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Smokin’ A
SMOKIN 
EL TORO

Anyone looking for something 
entirely different from the “same 
ol’, same ol’” which still has its 
roots in rock’n’roll might care to 
take a listen to Alex “Smokin’” 
Filippenkov, whose stripped down 
sound has its roots in Peggy Lee’s 
Fever, or Julie London’s Cry Me A 
River... and the Ukraine. With 10 
originals cut in Kiev, he may be the 
future of rock’n’roll. He is certainly 
different and deserves respect for 
that. Drums and upright bass 
provide the atmospheric backing 
for this complete surprise out of  
left-field.

Bernie Woods And  
The Forest Fires 
SEVEN ULTIMATE GUITARS  
FOOT TAPPING RECORDS

Bernie Woods and his band are one 
of the busiest and best combos on 
the live rock’n’roll circuit but 
they’ve gone for something a little 
different on this latest release. They 
have seven stellar names guesting 
with them on guitars, including 
Darrel Higham, John O’Malley and 
Bill Crittenden, all highly regarded 
in rockin’ circles. The material is 
familiar, including such classics as 
Brand New Cadillac, Cincinnati 
Fireball and I’m Ready, but it is the 
performances on all 14 tracks that 
lift this out of the ordinary.

Various Artists
BLUESIN’ BY THE BAYOU: AIN’T BROKE AIN’T HUNGRY
ACE

Third in the Bluesin’ series, and no less than 18th in 
the catalogue of Louisiana and East Texas 50s and 60s 
tracks compiled by Ace curator Ian Saddler.

Other collections have featured rockabilly, rock’n’roll 
and vocal groups, but here Saddler has concentrated on 
blues material, and has dug some of it up from unlikely 
sources. Barbara Lynn, for instance, is well-known as 
a soul singer, and charted with pop hits. However, her 
revival of Lazy Lester’s Sugar Coated Love is clearly 
R&B. Similarly, Cookie And The Cupcakes were kings 
of swamp pop, rarely cutting straight blues numbers, 
but In The Evening is clearly that. The opener, Mercy 
Baby’s Pleadin’ remains as hypnotic as when it was 
first released, and there are offerings from Leroy 
Washington, Al Smith, and Clarence Garlow. So, big 

names rubbing shoulders 
with unknowns. 

Where possible, Ian 
has included biographical 
notes and photos, plus 
a particularly poignant 
piece lamenting the  
loss of the clubs where 
music like this was 
regularly performed. 

Bob Butfoy 
DELIVERANCE
WESTERN STAR

One of the most exciting 12-trackers to land at VR 
Towers, this long term rocker doesn’t put a foot wrong 
on this scintillating and varied collection. There’s hard-
rockers, jivers and even well-performed ballads, and 
some special guests including the ubiquitous Darrel 
Higham, his Enforcer mate Rob Tyler, and producer 
Alan Wilson. All songs are written by Bob himself, and 
standouts include the opener Gene’s Queen, which 
we’ve had on repeat for hours now, and the title track 
itself, a lyrically inventive offering married to a strong 
beat and just the right amount of vocal distortion – it 
even includes an intro that features Jerry Lee Lewis 
discussing heaven and hell with Sun Records boss 
Sam Phillips. Bob has released no less than six albums 
with the rockabilly heroes Jack Rabbit Slim, but this is 

his first solo effort, and 
its markedly different 
from the sound of JRS, 
which is the reason for 
his branching out. This 
was more than five years 
in the making and it's 
quite evident that these 
represent a “best of” from 
Bob’s solo work.

Dime Store Dukes
CAN’T STOP ME FROM DREAMIN’
FOOT TAPPING RECORDS

An amusing label declaration “In 
Rockabilly We Trust – 1956” 
spoofing the words on US currency 
sets the tone for this four-piece, 
from Liverpool, featuring ex-
members of Black Cat Trio, Del Rio 
Ramblers and The Rhythmaires. 
Singer Bob Mayson has a totally 
authentic voice for rockabilly, and 
he has been given the perfect 
setting from what is obviously a 
well-seasoned band comprising 
Steve Baker on lead and steel guitar, 
Ian Dark on bass and Rick Sydall on 
drums. They have that lighter touch 
which great rockabilly demands. 

Link Wray And  
The Wraymen 
JACK THE RIPPER: THE SINGLES 
1957–1962 PLUS...
JASMINE

Ever wondered why Link Wray, 
arguably the hottest rock'n'roll 
guitarist who ever lived, played so 
loud? Roger Dopson, who selected 
the 34 tracks herein, reveals in his 
informative sleeve notes that Link 
was partially deaf. His two biggest 
sellers, Rumble and Rawhide are 
included, of course, but there’s not 
a duff cut in this hugely enjoyable 
and well-chosen compilation. The 
only Link Wray collection you’ll 
really need, and it’s a reasonable 
price too.
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Lenne Brothers Band
CHOO CHOO BILLY TRAIN 
AGR TELEVISION RECORDS

No wonder the Lenne Brothers, and 
before them, the Lennerockers are 
so popular with dancers. Almost all 
their material has an hypnotic, 
metronome-like beat, and it may 
vary in speed, but it is consistent 
throughout every offering. German 
outfit The Lennerockers formed in 
1984, and broke up last year, but 
two founders, lead singer Ele Koch, 
and his brother Teddy decided to 
continue, and chose a name that 
alludes to both their past and the 
river that runs through their home 
town. If you liked the ’Rockers, 
you’ll like the Brothers.

The Penguins 
THE COMPLETE RELEASES  
1954–62 
ACROBAT

This Los Angeles doo-wop 
four-piece will always be 
celebrated by lovers of vocal group 
harmony for the still beautiful Earth 
Angel, but they had a career that 
long outlasted that milestone. So a 
double CD set shows how long they 
lasted, and how fine many of their 
follow-ups were, even if the record 
buying public remained unaware of 
it at the time. Earth Angel was only 
their second record for the tiny 
Dootone label, and their initial 
success led them to major labels 
including Mercury and Atlantic.

Esquerita 
WILDCAT SHAKEOUT REVISITED
JASMINE

Outrageous showman Esquerita 
with his mile-high pompadour and 
diamante studded sunglasses was 
an influence on Little Richard, and 
the various sides he cut for US 
Capitol are among the craziest 
rock’n’roll tracks of the 50s. This 
boasts 24 tracks at an attractive 
price, comprehensive sleevenotes 
and label scans from compiler Bob 
Fisher; it even adds the 60s cuts for 
the Minit label when SQ trimmed 
down his style and recorded under 
the name Eskew Reeder. Fame and 
fortune eluded him, perhaps, but 
what a legacy. 

The Bullets 
SOMETHIN’ REAL GOOD 
WESTERN STAR

Competent rockabilly from a 
three-piece comprising Brett Waters 
on vocals and lead guitar, Darren 
Richards on slap bass and Gary 
Griffin on drums. What makes this 
release particularly interesting is 
the fact that the collection 
comprises 15 originals composed by 
the band and their guests – Rusti 
Steel on steel guitar, Alan Wilson on 
piano and Sean McBride on sax. This 
adds something different to the 
tracks where the guests appear. 
Stand-out titles include Ten Pints Of 
Whiskey, Chilli Dog Boogie and The 
Tomb Of Your Cold Heart.

Laura Ashleigh   
HEART FULL OF HOPE  
FOOT TAPPING RECORDS

This is a promising debut from a talented songstress. To 
find Sam Cooke’s Cupid alongside Pennies From Heaven, 
made famous by Bing Crosby, comes as a surprise, 
but don’t file this as easy-listening. The sultry singer 
has seasoned support from the wonderfully named 
Dragan Zac Zdravkovic, who plays all instruments and 
produced, who is a known force in the rock’n’roll world. 
Here he concentrates on smoother, jazzier material 
which could have come direct from the mid-50s, and 
when it rocks, it rocks gently, highly effective when 
contrasted with ballad material.

It must also be Zac on backing vocals which underline 
the 50s feel that permeates the whole project. The only 
drawback in a nicely designed fold-out package is the 
absence of composer credits. If Zac was responsible 

for catchy tracks like the 
title number,  So Tired and 
Kiss Myself Goodbye he 
should give himself a pat 
on the back. Laura also 
has a memorable name, 
but floaty outfits with tiny 
flowers is not likely to be 
this cool diva’s choice of 
outfit despite her moniker.

Jimmy McCracklin And His Blues Blasters  
HEAR MY STORY SELECTED RECORDINGS 1956-1962 
JASMINE

The Walk virtually defined dance-craze The Stroll in 
the UK’s rock’n’roll clubs, but Jimmy McCracklin had 
a host of great recordings on a variety of labels, and 
The Walk was not even his biggest hit. That honour 
goes to Just Got To Know from 1961 which opens this 
collection. He was a real rocker, as familiar material 
like The Wobble and Georgia Slop confirm, but he was 
also versatile, starting in the 40s with blues material, 
and recording well into the soul era. He released 
albums rather than just singles, and to his credit was 
not seduced into recording supper club standards. He 
wrote or co-wrote most of his own material.

This double CD, with no less than 58 tracks, shows 
how prolific McCracklin was in his prime, and the 
highly detailed booklet by compiler Bob Fisher 

has everything from 
label numbers to chart 
positions for every track. 
Jimmy always had a big 
band backing with a 
booting horn section, tasty 
piano and guitar, and if 
forced to pick a standout 
track, it would have to be 
Savoy’s Jump.
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The UK’s No.1 jive and swing band, The 
Jive Aces, delivered the hottest vintage 

event of the summer in Sussex
Rebel Dean, in his trademark 
frilly white shirt, entertained 
with a rockin’ set

Cassidy Janson, pretty in turquoise, 
showed exactly why she is a regular 
at Summertime Swing
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The Jive Aces have turned their regular charity fundraiser in 
Sussex into a summertime spectacular, and this year’s event, 

supplemented by some good weather, didn’t disappoint

T
he Jive Aces promised to Bring 
Me Sunshine, and when they 
took the stage for their annual 

Summertime Swing at picturesque 
Saint Hill Manor in West Sussex they 
certainly delivered. Crowds went 
home with heads full of great music, 
and suntans as a bonus.

The hard-working sextet were onstage 
for the best part of four hours playing 
classics from Mack The Knife to Sing 
Sing Sing, as well as backing their guests. 
Most notable among these supports was 
Mike Sanchez, looking and sounding 
every inch the headliner, who flew in 
from his home in Spain for the charity 
event. Looking outstanding in white 
jacket and black shirt, he commanded the 
stage from his first moment on the piano 
stool, opening with a pounding version of 
Down The Road Apiece, before moving 
on to an equally raucous work-out on 
Little Willie Littlefield’s Happy Payday. 

With many acts to showcase on a 
short afternoon, these guest sets were, 
of necessity, brief but Sanchez made the 
best use of his moment in the spotlight by 
running John Lee Hooker’s Boom Boom, 
Slim Harpo’s King Bee and Shake Your 
Hips into a medley that really worked. 

Audience reaction, already positive, 
went up a notch when he announced 
Fats Domino’s Ain’t That A Shame, and 
musically Mike did the Fat Man proud. 

It was left to Aces’ sax player Big John 
Fordham to provide the icing on the  
cake with a solo that replicated Fats’ 
recording exactly as he channelled both 
the spirit and the unmistakeable sound  
of Herb Hardesty. “Ah,” Mike exclaimed 

as the crowd cheered and clapped. “You 
like Fats Domino”.

So it was straight into a storming 
version of Fats’ I’m Ready, dragging the 
best part of 2,000 people to their feet. 
Could he top it? He certainly gave it a 
good try with Amos Milburn’s Chicken 
Shake Boogie to conclude a set that was 
all killers with no fillers. Sanchez may 
now be the wrong side of 50, and I have 
been watching him sing and play since he 
was 17, but he just gets better and better.

JIVE TALKING
To be fair, it was the Jive Aces day, and 
they never disappoint. The whole show 
operated with barely a hiccup, and in 
addition to the music and dancing, there 
were classic cars on display, merchandise 
stalls, a barbecue and bar. With witty 
frontman Ian Clarkson cracking wise, 
they opened proceedings with their 
signature Jive Jive Jive Aces, as a near-
capacity audience took their places on a 
natural bowl looking down to the stage. 

The standard Clementine, probably 
best known from the Bobby Darin 
version, was the follow-up, and then into 
Joe Turner’s Boogie Woogie Country 
Girl, always a floor-filler. that had crowds 
on the custom-made dance floor at the 
top lip of the bowl.

First guest with the Aces was Amy 
Baker, an attractive songstress who 

offered Peggy Lee’s He’s A Tramp and 
then a jazzy take on Marv Johnson’s You 
Got What It Takes. Then it was back 
to the Jive Aces themselves for Louis 
Jordan’s Choo Choo Ch’Boogie, and 
into The White Cliffs Of Dover amd the 
Charleston Stroll.

The Aces name Louis Prima as their 
number one influence, so their version 
of Just A Gigolo was no surprise. Then 
the gremlins struck and the PA went 
down, but this didn’t stop the band as 
they switched to acoustic instruments 
for a skiffle set and Mama Don’t Allow 
while sound engineers swiftly repaired 
the fault.

The busy Rebel Dean, in his trademark 
frilly white shirt looks the part, and 
opened with V & BB’s They Just Rocking 
And Rolling, and continued with Smiley 
Lewis’ I Hear You Knockin’, Hank 
Williams’ You Win Again, and Ray 
Charles’ Hallelujah I Lover Her So, all 
peformed well.

The Jive Aces were Feelin’ Happy 
when they introduced Peter Donegan, 
son of skiffle King Lonnie. He’s more 
or less obliged to honour his Dad, and 
did so with fair versions of Worried 
Man Blues and Jack O’Diamonds, 
but he’s much more than that. He’s a 
multi-instrumentalist, he records in 
Nashville, and is a fine songwriter in the 
Americana vein: Ode To A Friend, a 

W O R D S  B Y  J O H N  H O W A R D  P H OTO S  B Y  N I C K  CO B B A N

summertime 
swing festival
Saint Hill Manor, Sussex, 7 August 

the gremlins struck and the PA went 
down, but This did not stop the 
band as They switched to acoustic 
instruments for a skiffle set
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fi ne song with touching lyrics, performed 
to perfection, would appeal to the Ed 
Sheeran generation. He closed his set 
with Bo Carter’s 1928 Corrine Corrina, 
also recorded by not only Joe Turner but 
also father Lonnie.

The Jive Aces had another set to 
themselves, reprising In The Mood, 

L-O-V-E and Nobody Here But Us 
Chickens, all included, as they reminded 
potential CD buyers, on their latest 
release Diggin’ The Roots Volume One. 

Up next as a guest was Cassidy Janson, 
who sang the lead role in the Carole 
King musical Beautiful in London’s 
West End, is a regular performer at the 

Summertime Swing, and the turquoise-
clad singer showed why she is regularly 
invited back. Opening with Ruth Brown’s 
Mama He Treats Your Daughter Mean 
she was in good voice and was joined 
by Ian Clarkson for a humorous duet 
recreating the Grammy-award winning 
version of Old Black Magic by Louis 
Prima and Keely Smith. She really took 
off with a show-stopper of a take on (You 
Make Me Feel Like) A Natural Woman 
written by Carole King and a million 
seller for Aretha Franklin and built up 
the excitement with I Want You To Be 
My Baby, a 1953 hit for Louis Jordan.

Instrumental fans were delighted with 
Big John Fordham’s re-creation of Alan 
Freed’s Rock’n’Roll Boogie, and then 
every dep sax player who ever worked 
with the Aces joined the stage, making 
that three saxes and two trumpets 
creating a very big sound indeed.

The Grand Finale featured the Jive 
Aces and all their guests, with the 
band, Ian Clarkson on lead vocals, Ken 
Smith on double bass, Vince Hurley on 
piano, Peter Howell on drums, Big John 
Fordham on sax, and Alex Douglas on 
trombone... and still fresh as daisies. 
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Amy Baker joined The Jive Aces to sing 
Peggy Lee’s He’s A Tramp and a jazzy take 

on Marv Johnson’s You Got What It Takes

In addition to the music and 
dancing, there was a collection 
of classic cars on display
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It should have been the day my 
career received the shot in the 
arm many had said it deserved. 

However, instead of waking up in one 
of New York’s premier hotels feeling 
excited as to what the future had in 
store, I woke with tears in my eyes and 
a feeling in my gut that I never ever 
wanted to experience again. The 1960 
Easter Monday papers, along with the 
cup of tea left on my bedside table by 
my friends who were doing their best to 
comfort me in what was to be my darkest 
hours, proved that I really was awake and 
experiencing a living nightmare.

Reminders as to why I was feeling so 
bloody awful were brought to bear when 
I read the newspaper headlines. They all 
related to the tragedy that was the death 
of my pal Eddie Cochran with whom I 
was due to stay with and also record with 
in Los Angeles. Not only had Eddie 

become a good pal, he was also genuinely 
concerned as to the lack of my recording 
success in the UK and planned to do 
something about it. 

SADNESS AND REGRETS
The Moring family were friends who had 
an eight-bedroomed home in Cheam, and 
they very kindly furnished me with a bolt 
hole away from my management, the 
press and indeed everyone in order to 
give me time to get my somewhat 
immature head around the reality of the 
situation I found myself in. 

My manager Larry Parnes had stated 
on the steps of St Martin’s Hospital in 
Bath the previous afternoon that Eddie’s 
next record release was to be Three Steps 
To Heaven, yet Eddie was still inside the 

In this issue, Vince Eager recalls that fateful day in 1960 that 
would ultimately change his life and career forever... but not for 
the reasons he had expected as he lost one of his closest friends 

A  L I F E  I NA  L I F E  I NA  L I F E  I N

Rock Rock Rock 
’n’ Roll

hospital fi ghting for his life. Eddie had 
told me that his next record was to be Cut 
Across Shorty, Larry Parnes however saw 
huge publicity benefi ts for his future 
productions by fabricating the story to 
suit his agenda. 

The Easter Monday newspaper 
headlines also included: “Cochran’s pal 
British Rocker Vince Eager to accompany 
his body to America”.

I was furious! I hadn’t spoken to Parnes 
since his Three Steps To Heaven 
comments and had decided that, as much 
as I would have been honoured to 
accompany Eddie’s body to his fi nal 
resting place, it was Parnes and his 
publicity machine churning out yet more 
lies and I declined the opportunity. I still 
regret that decision, and still do. I was so 
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looking forward to meeting Eddie’s 
family, but obviously not under these 
circumstances.

The national and local press continued 
to follow the story for the coming days 
with the suspected culprit being a Bristol 
taxi driver who was endeavouring to fi t 
two big jobs into his Easter weekend. 

His name was Charles Martin and the 
reason for the urgency he took on in 
transporting Eddie, Gene and co. to 
Heathrow, was that he had a wedding 
commitment in Bristol later that 
morning. Photographs of the mangled 
white Ford Cortina and various accounts 
of what caused the accident had been 
prevalent in most of the press coverage.

I discussed the situation with my press 
manager Chris Reynolds, my road 
manager Noel and my parents, and the 
general opinion was that only I could 
make the decision. My being very 
emotional about the whole scenario 
certainly didn’t help, and my fi nal choice 
of not going still leaves a bad taste in my 
mouth. I should have gone.

THE COCHRAN LEGACY LIVES ON
As the following weeks turned into 
months and the months into years, that 
fateful Easter Sunday continued to play 
a major role in my life at almost every 
turn. Be it interviews, writing my book, 

“‘CAN I SHAKE YOUR 
HAND’, IS THE REQUEST 
OF MANY EDDIE FANS, 
NOT BECAUSE THEY 
NECESSARILY WANT 
TO MEET ME, BUT I 
HAVE A HAND THAT 
SHOOK EDDIE’S”

Vince Eager was listed as one of Eddie Cochran’s 
best friends, along with Gene Vincent and Buddy 
Holly, in the popular teen magazines

Various accounts of what caused the tragic accident was prevalent in most of the press coverage and 
Vince Eager made the decision not to accompany Eddie Cochran’s body to its fi nal resting place

relation to Eddie but declined. A few 
months after my return to the UK I was 
offered a date at the Chippenham Eddie 
Cochran Festival, which I initially turned 
down. I did however perform at the 
following year’s festival and received a 
great reception. It’s always the fans that 
instigate conversations regarding our 
relationship. “Can I shake your hand”, 
is the request of many Eddie fans, not 
because they necessarily want to meet 
me, but I have a hand that shook Eddie’s 
on more than one occasion, and if that 
makes someone happy, then I’m happy! 

Being allowed to meet Eddie’s surgeon 
upon my arrival at St Martin’s Hospital 
often prompts questions from those who 
may be cynical or familiar with hospital 
protocol and keen to stress that only the 
next of kin are allowed this privilege. 
That’s correct, other than when there are 
extenuating circumstances and only close 
friends are available. Such was my 
situation, but how do you prove that 
you’re a close friend and should be 
afforded this special dispensation? 

the curiosity of the fans or giving talks, 
Eddie’s legacy never seemed far away. 

There have been times I’ve been 
accused of taking advantage of my 
relationship with Eddie and used it to 
further my own career, and that really 
hurts. Nothing could be further from the 
truth. When I took over the lead role in 
the West End musical Elvis, or during the 
14 years I was a cruise director, I don’t 
think I mentioned my friendship with 
Eddie once. I also received a number of 
requests from various UK magazines 
and radio stations to be interviewed in 

best friends, along with Gene Vincent and Buddy 
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My having been on television, on radio, 
in teen magazines, in the national press 
and performing in theatres for the 
previous 18 months, and now being 
recognised by the nurse on reception 
proved to be suffi cient for being allowed 
to speak to Eddie’s surgeon. 

It was nearly 60 years later that I 
discovered more about Sharon Sheeley’s 
hospital stay following Eddie’s passing... 

PICTURES FROM THE PAST
Only eight miles from St Martin’s 
Hospital in Bath is the Western Star 
Recording studio. Over the past six years 
the owner, Alan Wilson, has become a 
very close friend as well as my record 
producer. It was during a recording 
session break that Alan introduced to me 
an old friend of his called Joe Hobbs.

Joe informed me that his mother used 
to be a fan of mine and she was actually 
the reception nurse back on that fateful 
Easter Sunday in 1960, and the lady who 
arranged for me to talk to the surgeon! 

Joe then went on to tell us that during 
her stay in the hospital Sharon had done 
little to ingratiate herself with the staff 
or her fellow patients. 

Apparently, her demeanour and 
attitude didn’t represent that of someone 
who had lost a loved one under tragic 
circumstances, but more of someone 
concerned with the press coverage she 
herself was getting or might receive. 

Joe explained that his mother was so 
upset by Sharon’s actions that she took 
photos of Sharon sunbathing in the 
grounds of the hospital. Joe then went on 
to explain that his mother still had the 

photographs of Sharon and she would 
like me to have them and do with them 
what I may. 

I was, to say the least, very humbled yet 
at the same time concerned as to what I’d 
heard of Sharon’s behaviour. A few 
months later whilst recording at Western 
Star, Joe dropped by again and passed me 
an envelope. With Joe and Alan looking 
on I took out the photos of Sharon in the 
grounds of St Martin’s Hospital. 

She certainly didn’t look seriously 
injured, as some of the national press 
would have us believe, and considering 
that this was only 36 hours after the 
accident, some would consider she 
looked more at ease with herself than 
would be expected. 

As hers and Eddie’s relationship was no 
different to the somewhat clandestine 
relationship she was having with Billy 
Fury, and rumoured perhaps even with 
others, maybe we should simply put it 
down to, “that’s rock’n’roll!”

A SHOULDER TO CRY ON
During my stay in Cheam I was joined by 
my 20-year-old fi ancé Hazel. Much to the 
dismay of Larry Parnes we had been 

Sharon Sheeley relaxing in the grounds of 
St Martin’s Hospital, Bath, with an unnamed 
friend on 18 April, Easter Monday, 1960 

“FROM ALL OF US WHO 
HAD THE PRIVILEGE 
OF KNOWING AND 

WORKING WITH EDDIE, 
I CAN SAY HE WAS NOT 

ONLY ONE HELL OF A 
SPECIAL ARTISTE, BUT 
ALSO THE NICEST GUY 

YOU COULD EVER WISH 
TO MEET.”
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Sheeley in the grounds of St Martin’s 
Hospital, Bath, photographed by 
the reception nurse 

The memorial stone 
to commemorate 
Eddie Cochran can be 
found in the grounds 
of St Martin’s Hospital

courting for about six months and of 
course it was serious. 

Larry had a stock warning for all his 
artistes when they were deemed to be in a 
serious relationship. “Your fans won’t like 
it if they fi nd out. Now, don’t be a silly boy 
and fi nish with her.” Naturally, we all 
ignored his advice. 

For me it certainly was a comfort 
having Hazel by my side in what was my 
darkest hour, and I spent much of the 
time crying on her shoulder. 

Sadly, Hazel’s mother wasn’t quite as 
sympathetic and appeared to take great 
delight in placing curfews on my 
returning Hazel home in the evenings. 

Her father on the other hand was on 
my side and full of apologies: “It’s that 
time of life she’s going through”, he would 
whisper in my ear. “Don’t let it get you 
down. I’ll have a word with her”. 

He obviously couldn’t have whispered 
loud enough as it was shortly after our 
“man chat” that, in spite of my valiant 
attempt to adhere to the curfew and have 
Hazel back to her Barking home on the 
stroke of 10pm, my best intentions were 
insuffi cient as I dropped her off at 
10.03pm. There waiting at the kerbside 

with a temper that glowed in the dark, 
was Hazel’s irate mother. 

In the hope and anticipation of being 
able to get my apology in before she 
launched her verbal onslaught at me, I 
hurriedly wound down my window... I 
was too late! “I’ll bloody teach you not to 
do as I say and keep my daughter out until 
you decide to bring her home you 
bastard”, she hollered. 

With that her mother launched at me 
with her handbag through my open 
Triumph Herald car window, whilst 
punctuating every syllable with an 
attempted clout with her bag. 

“Quick! Drive off” screamed Hazel, so 
I put my foot down and screeched off into 
the Barking night air and headed for 
London. Sadly it heralded the end of our 
engagement. I felt really sorry for Hazel 
as she was a lovely, quiet and unassuming 
lady and I think that without her mother 
we could have possibly made a go of it. 

ON THE ROAD AGAIN...
Due to the circumstances, I had a few 
weeks where confusion reigned in 
regards to my management relationship 
with Larry Parnes. However, I received 
tremendous support from Joe Brown and 
Billy Fury as they had worked with Eddie 
more than I had, and had also built up 
close relationships. 

In more recent years I recall getting a 
phone call from Joe asking me if I could 

remember Eddie’s setlist. I had copies 
on programmes of some of Eddie’s 
setlists, but not all of them. 

Apparently, ex-Beatle George 
Harrison’s widow Olivia was aware of 
Joe’s love of Eddie due to the stories Joe 
had told them both and she decided, this 
being shortly after George’s passing, that 
she would give Joe a present to remember 
both Eddie and George by. 

Prior to his passing, George had given 
Joe a ukulele that Joe now always uses to 
play I’ll See You In My Dreams when 
closing his show, but Olivia had 
something special up her Santa sleeve for 
Joe for Christmas 2011. She gifted him 
one of the 50 Gretsch G6120EC Eddie 
Cochran Tribute replica models. 
Complete with copies in the replica guitar 
case of paperwork including Eddie’s 
setlists, laundry list for hotels, notes from 
fans and every identical upgrade Eddie 
himself had given to his original guitar. 

From all of us who had the privilege of 
knowing and working with Eddie, I can 
say he was not only one hell of a special 
artiste, but also the nicest guy you could 
ever wish to meet.

It was a tough few months following 
Eddie’s death and I was desperate to get 
back on the road again, then start my 
summer season with Billy Fury in Great 
Yarmouth. The season didn’t take long to 
come around and proved to be brim full 
of fun and intrigue. 
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W O R D S  B Y  V I N C E  E A G E R

Joe Brown is a genuine one-off. With a history that spans music hall, skiffle, rock’n’roll, 
theatre, films, TV, radio and even circus, there aren’t many that can claim such an 
entertaining background. He is one the very few to have successfully traversed the 

years and the genres and still be absolutely contemporary. Joe has never stopped working and 
his current tour sees the singer talk about his early days, growing up in London’s East End, 
becoming a rock’n’roll pioneer and touring with the likes of Eddie Cochran, Billy Fury and 
Gene Vincent. All this before headlining gigs with The Beatles as his opening act. As well as 
the stories and anecdotes, his current show will feature plenty of music, with Joe’s old friend 
and guitarist Henry Gross joining him on stage.

The Grass Is Blue 
DOLLY PARTON (1999)
Over the years I’ve often been 
asked when interviewed, 
“What’s your favourite style of 
music Joe?” It’s a question I 
always pondered until 1999 
when I heard the The Grass Is 
Blue, I then realised that it’s 
country and bluegrass music 
that are my favourites. This 
album is one of Dolly’s biggest 
sellers and a Grammy winner, 
and featured the likes of 
Alison Krauss and her dobra 
player from Union Station, 
Jerry Douglas who’s one of the 
greatest country/bluegrass 
musicians of all time. 

Johnny B. Goode
CHUCK BERRY (1958)
It was when I saw Chuck 
Berry play Johnny B. Goode 
that I realised playing the 
guitar wasn’t just about 
standing there and knocking 
out a tune, it could also be 
about selling your solos and 
being a performer. I thought 
this was great and it certainly 
prompted me to recognise that 
many people not only listened 
to musicians, but they also 
watched them. When you saw 
Chuck Berry it somehow made 
his solos sound better, so I 
decided that’s what I wanted 
to do and I started doing some 
daft things when I played. © 
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O Brother, Where  
Art Thou? OST
VARIOUS (2000)
This soundtrack was the 
catalyst for many people 
becoming bluegrass or country 
fans. I would love to know 
how many people came out of 
the cinema converts to the 
genre. Produced by recording 
supremo T Bone Burnett, it 
showcases all that’s great 
about that kind of music. The 
artists featured on the album 
range from Alison Krauss 
performing the haunting 
Down To The River To Pray to 
the Soggy Bottom Boys’ Man 
Of Constant Sorrow. 

Summertime Blues 
EDDIE COCHRAN (1958)
During my tour with Eddie in 
1960, he would often invite me 
to his hotel room for a jam 
session and I would get to play 
his legendary Gretsch guitar. 
Summertime Blues was a 
number we often played 
together, mainly because it 
was my favourite Cochran 
track and I got a buzz playing 
it on his guitar. A few years 
after George Harrison’s 
passing, his widow Olivia gave 
me an exact replica of Eddie’s 
Gretsch for Christmas and I 
always get a big kick out of 
playing Summertime Blues  
on it. 

Something
THE BEATLES (1969)
During my time of living in 
Henley-on-Thames I spent 
much of my spare time with 
the Beatles lead guitarist 
George Harrison. Either his or 
my recording studios became 
our “playpens” as we indulged 
in our first love, ukuleles. It 
made it so much sweeter that 
prior to meeting George I’d 
been a big fan of both his song 
writing and guitar playing. 
There is no finer example of 
both than on Something. I’ve 
often featured Something in 
my shows, but I doubt I’ll ever 
get to play the solo as only 
George could. 

Son Of A Preacher Man
ARETHA FRANKLIN (1970)
I’ve been a Dusty Springfield 
fan from the second I first 
heard her sing, and her 
version of Son Of A Preacher 
Man just blew me away. It 
came as a surprise when I 
heard Aretha Franklin’s 
version from her album This 
Girl’s In Love With You. It was 
even better, I then discovered 
that it was originally written 
for Aretha, but they felt it 
wasn’t suitable for the album 
and it was shelved. Years later 
Aretha heard Dusty’s version 
and decided to release hers as 
a single.

Don’t You Rock  
Me Daddy-O 
LONNIE DONEGAN (1957) 
As a skiffle group we certainly 
started to include more and 
more rock’n’roll numbers in 
our set lists, but we certainly 
didn’t want to totally desert 
Lonnie Donegan. Don’t You 
Rock Me Daddy-O was a  
single written by The Vipers 
Skiffle Group with a title that 
somehow suggested that 
rock’n’roll had become a 
threat to skiffle. If for nothing 
else, Denny Wright’s 
wonderful guitar solo alone  
is worth the purchase of  
this record alone. 

Hava Nagila
ITZHAK PERLMAN 
Having had a couple of Jewish 
managers in my formative 
years it was inevitable that I 
would hear their traditional 
music. There was one piece 
that followed me around and 
even though it was played on 
the violin, I decided to play it 
on the guitar. The genre was 
known as Klezmer and the 
piece was Hava Nagila. It soon 
became an integral part of my 
stage shows as I endeavoured 
to emulate Chuck Berry and 
play it behind me head. I also 
became a big fan of Itzhak 
Perlman and the excitement  
of Klezmer. 

Oh, Boy! 
THE CRICKETS (1957) 
Not being the greatest of 
vocalists myself, it was a 
blessing for me when Buddy 
Holly came along. With Buddy 
being more of a personality 
vocalist than a big-voiced 
singer his songs suited me 
down to the ground and I sang 
them more and more. I sort of 
became The Spacemen skiffle 
group’s Buddy Holly tribute 
artist. I think he influenced me 
more than I gave him credit for 
initially as he had so many 
facets to his music and I was 
intrigued how he used 
everyday objects in order to  
be different. 

Long Tall Sally 
LITTLE RICHARD (1956)
When I was in The Spaceman 
skiffle group, our washboard 
player Sid Rodwell told me 
he’d bought a 78rpm record 
that he wanted me to hear. So 
impressed was he with the 
record that he wanted me to 
hear it at it’s very best, so he 
changed the needle in his 
wind-up record player. He told 
me to be quiet and the peace 
was soon shattered by “Gonna 
tell Auntie Mary, about Uncle 
John...” Wow! What the hell 
was this? What it was, was the 
end of skiffle and the birth of 
rock’n’roll for us.
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Coda
THE EVERLYS STORM TO STARDOM
On 4 March 1957, The Everly Brothers appeared on The Ed Sullivan 
Show in New York in a landmark performance (pictured) and the 
tight-harmonising Don and Phil had their fi rst hit with Bye Bye 
Love. By October 1957, Don and Phil had scored their fi rst No.1 
with Wake Up Little Susie and were on the classic rock’n’roll 
roadshow that also featured Chuck Berry, Fats Domino, the 
Crickets (fronted by the as-yet-unbilled Buddy Holly), The 
Drifters, Eddie Cochran, Frankie Lymon And The Teenagers, 
Paul Anka and more. What a line-up! The tour was lively, 
but it was an innocent time for the siblings compared to 
the craziness that would follow. As Phil Everly told Rolling 
Stone in 1986. “In the 50s, we were all pretty sane, 
compared to the 60s. And New York was great then, 
too. I remember walking through Times Square with 
Chuck Berry, and him buying us our fi rst cheesecake 
at Lindy’s.”
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